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Chapter 1

Introduction

This is a book about the philosophy of Stanley Cavell; the role gender plays in
his work; and the significance of a renewed religious imagination for the task of
overcoming the life of skepticism.! By addressing the issues of skepticism, gender,

1 For a quick overview of Cavell’s work see: Hilary Putnam, ‘Introducing Cavell,” in
Ted Cohen (ed.), Pursuits of Reason. Essays in Honor of Stanley Cavell (Lubbock: Texas
Tech University, 1993), pp. vii—xii. Recently, Cavell’s work has begun to attract the deserved
attention both in Germany and in France: cf. The ‘Schwerpunkt Cavell’ in: Deutsche
Zeitschrift fiir Philosophy, 46 (1998); Sandra Laugier, ‘Lire Cavell,” Archives de Philosophie,
61.1 (1998): 5-32. Doménach, Elise, ‘Stanley Cavell: Les chemins de la reconnaissance,’
in Revue Philosophique de Louvain, 96 (1998): 496-511. The following titles are book-
length studies of Cavell’s work: Michael Fischer, Stanley Cavell and Literary Skepticism
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1989) connects Cavell’s treatment of skepticism
with poststructuralist literary theorists and philosophers like Jacques Derrida, J. Hillis Miller,
Paul de Man, and Stanley Fish. Richard Fleming, The State of Philosophy. An Invitation to a
Reading in Three Parts of Stanley Cavell's The Claim of Reason (London and Lewisburg, PA:
Bucknell University Press, 1993). Stephen Mulhall, Stanley Cavell. Philosophys Recounting
of the Ordinary (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). Fleming gives a detailed reading
of Cavell’s magnum opus, The Claim of Reason. Mulhall provides the most systematic
reading of Cavell’s entire work available at present. Timothy Gould, Hearing Things. Voice
and Method in the Writing of Stanley Cavell (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1998).
Gould uncovers a connection between the voice within Cavell’s writing and the voices Cavell
appeals to through the methods of ordinary language philosophy. Gould demonstrates that out
of these very questions of voice and method Cavell constructed a new model of philosophical
method, based on elements of the act of reading. Recently, two important collections of
essays on Cavell have appeared: Russell B. Goodman (ed.), Contending with Stanley Cavell
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Richard Eldridge, Stanley Cavell (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003). The essays touch on the issues of Cavell’s relationship
to Romanticism; his struggle with the disciplinary confinements of philosophy; his work
on drama, opera, literature, and movies; his vision of normativity in language and the role
criteria play in the construction of skepticism; his understanding of ethics; and his insistence
on American philosophy. These volumes present an important step in the reception of Cavell’s
work; yet more needs to be done. For example, a meaningful discussion of Cavell’s work on
film or theater is absent in the collection in the Deutsche Zeitschrift fiir Philosophy. 1 agree with
Stephen Mulhall’s assessment that R. Fleming’s and M. Payne’s collection of articles edited
as The Senses of Stanley Cavell (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1989), while
addressing literary themes and cinema in Cavell’s work, do not provide a sustained evaluation
of those themes and their philosophical roots in Cavell’s thinking ‘in any real depth.” As an
example see, Richard P. Wheeler’s ‘Acknowledging Shakespeare: Cavell and the Claim of
the Human’ in Fleming and Payne’s volume. The same is true, says Mulhall, for the limited
focus of Fischer, M., Stanley Cavell and Literary Skepticism (Mulhall, Stanley Cavell, p.



2 Beyond the Philosopher’s Fear

and religion, and by doing so in the context of Cavell’s work, the following
pages inevitably provoke the issue of what are the outlines and characteristics of
philosophy. Cavell’s work raises this question again and again; with its halting
and excruciatingly complex sentences; its turn to literature, opera, film, and lately
dance; and with the celebration of the ‘feminine’ voice as therapy for the skeptical
worry. How can this be philosophy? 2 Or, in contrast, how could philosophy be
itself without these turns? And, finally, where could we find thinking — in Cavell’s
Emersonian understanding — if not on the borders of modern philosophy — including
its border to religious imagination? These fundamental questions arise for Cavell
out of a meticulous reading of Wittgenstein and Austin in his own analysis of
modern skepticism. Likewise, the questions of gender and religion, which — as I
will argue — Cavell’s work provokes, are intrinsically linked to his understanding
of language and of our roles as speakers. Before we begin however tracing the
Cavellian vision of language with a discussion of Wittgensteinian and Austinian
criteria in this chapter, let me describe the somewhat broader philosophical context
in which I read Cavell’s work.

What makes Cavell’s oeuvre important for contemporary philosophy, why should
philosophers care about his reflections on the feminine, and how does religion
become an issue for his thinking?

To address these questions I will first say something about Cavell’s ability to
connect Anglo-Saxon and Continental philosophical concerns surrounding language;
secondly, I will introduce Cavell’s understanding of skepticism and how it relates
to issues of gender; finally, I will say something about his Freudian conception of
the feminine and how it expresses (and conceals) a religious problem. I will not,
however, provide a status questionis of the issue of gender in Cavell. This is partially
due to the fact that, until now, this topic has not received sustained attention among
the interpreters of Cavell, as I will show. Moreover, this book wants to argue that the
urgency of the question of gender and religion arises only out of a look at Cavell’s
philosophical project as a whole. To this end, the chapters of this book will trace

viii). Fischer’s work examines the impact of Cavell’s work on contemporary poststructuralist
literary theory. Both the Eldridge and the Goodman volumes on the other hand thematize his
important stand on Cavell’s work. Notably absent is, however, the issue of gender.

2 How can we count as a well-argued contribution to philosophy the meandering Claim
of Reason (CR) with its baffling or ironic attempt to give a table of contents, or how can
his excursions to literature or his evocation of Greta Garbo contribute to our theories of
knowledge? Richard Fleming writes after dissecting on 150 pages the argumentative structure
of the CR: ‘An understanding of The Claim of Reason cannot help but produce a feeling of
disappointment with the argument of The Claim of Reason ... Cavell, himself, shows constant
dissatisfaction with what he does in the text’ (Fleming, The State of Philosophy, p. 151f.).
One is left still constantly in search for the ‘lived context’ in which this argument can come to
life, writes Fleming. On the other hand, Stephen Mulhall takes this beginning of the CR, to be
expressive of Cavell’s broader question of how to begin (with newness) in philosophy, in ‘On
Refusing to Begin,” in Russell B. Goodman (ed.), Contending with Stanley Cavell (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 22-36. As we will see, Cavell’s work confronts the reader
with a particular vision of philosophy, one in which reading ‘requires from first to last that one
take the time to try the claims on oneself’ (/Q0, p. 120).



Introduction 3

the main subjects of Cavell’s work — from his interpretations of Wittgenstein,
Shakespeare, and Emerson to his work on film and opera. The introduction will thus
end with an overview of these chapters.

Cavell: Between the Continentals and the Analytics

Cavell locates himself on the intersection between the Continental and the Anglo-
Saxon traditions: ‘Something like the healing of the rift between the English and the
German traditions of philosophy — or failing that the witnessing of it — has ... been a
motive of my writing from its earliest to its later installments.’> What characterizes
this rift? Jean-Jacques Lecercle describes, with reference to Deleuze and Guattari,
the differences between Continental and analytic philosophers in the following way:
the analytic project presupposes a picture in which language is primarily aimed at
conveying information between cooperating individuals who are fully in control of
their linguistic utterances. This vision of language ‘reduces the social element to
the strategic choices of a group of individual subjects.” The eminently social reality
of natural language is thus understood as produced by the choices, and this means
intentions, of individual speakers. The trans-individual element in language is then
called ‘grammar’ and it is treated as ‘an innate faculty of the mind (the faculty of
language that produces a Chomskyan universal grammar), a faculty that is present
in each individual on the basis of his or her humanity.”* The Continental traditions,
on the other hand, see language not as a field of irenic cooperation of innately
competent language users. Language is rather a site of conflict between speakers
who are simultaneously subjected to and responsible for their common language.’

Varying both the analytic individualism and Continental theme of language as
a site of relationship, Cavell’s work probes the picture of a human self in linguistic
relationships and of language as maintained by a human self in relation. These
relationships are neither abstract nor irenic. Rather, they are characterized by desire
and contention. Not unlike some erotic affairs, our linguistic intercourses can become
the site of violence. The dangerous and fulfilling liaisons of heterosexual couples
provide therefore (and not surprisingly) the examples for Cavell’s analysis of the
perils and promises of language use. Similarly, the desire for communion and for
aversion, characterize our relationships in language. As we will see, we come into
being as and how we speak in Cavell’s vision of language.

A philosophical refusal to account for this relationality in and of language is
itself an act of avoidance of being in a relationship, according to Cavell. He is keenly
aware that it is incorrect to see language as a commodity that — while more or less
unequally distributed in practice — is in principle equally accessible to everyone
regardless of gender, race, or social location. In contrast, Cavell’s work allows us to

3 Stanley Cavell, The Senses of Walden. An Expanded Edition (Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 1992 [1972]), p. 149.

4 Jean-Jacques Lecercle, ‘Philosophies du langage analytique et continentale: de la
scene de ménage a la méprise créatrice,” Le Décline de La Philosophie Analytique. L ’Aventure
Humaine. Savoirs, Libertés, Pourvoirs, 9 (1999): 11-22, p. 17f. English translation mine.

5 Cf. Lecercle, ‘Philosophies du langage analytique et continentale,’ p. 21.
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ask: How gendered is the world that our words reflect? Is this a ‘masculine world’—a
world in which women are forced to inhabit imaginative spaces that are the product
of male fantasies and fears? ® Are there words for the experiences of women? Cavell
raises these questions not only in his discussions of skepticism and Shakespearean
drama (for example, are there words for Cordelia to express her love for Lear?). His
attention to the skeptical problem and his close reading of Wittgenstein allows Cavell
to develop a vision of language that inevitably leads to these issues of gender and
violence in speaking. In so doing, he connects Anglo-Saxon philosophy’s linguistic
concerns with themes reflected upon in other places in the academy (for example,
in the corpus of cultural theory, feminist studies, and in the blending of Freudian
psychology and Continental philosophy).

Cavell on Skepticism and Gender?

At the center of Cavell’s philosophical enterprise stands his engagement with what
Cavell calls the ‘pervasiveness of the threat of skepticism,” a philosophical position
that he understands to be the ‘opening gesture in modern philosophy’ (AT, p. 1).
Admittedly, Cavell uses ‘skepticism’ in a very broad sense. He understands it as
both the denial that we can know with certainty and the desire to refute this denial.
In a more conventional understanding ‘skepticism is the denial of knowledge.’’
Here, the skeptic is thought of as a person who says something like “You don’t
have any knowledge,” or “You don’t have any empirical knowledge,” or ‘You don’t
know what is going on in someone else’s mind.”® For Cavell, however, not only
the denial of our having epistemic certainty, but the whole quest for epistemic

6 Diane Jonte-Pace, Speaking the Unspeakable. Religion, Misogyny, and the Uncanny
Mother in Freud's Cultural Texts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), p. 141. Jonte-
Pace’s Speaking the Unspeakable, for example, explores how Freudian imagery of woman
violently reappears in contemporary American culture. In the epilogue to her book, Jonte-Pace
describes a collection of bizarre web pages promoting violence and ‘revenge’ against women. She
cautions us not to dismiss these and similar phenomena as simply representing extreme examples
from the mad fringes of the Internet and society. Rather, as Jonte-Pace writes, these productions
act out an (otherwise repressed but omnipresent) desire for violence against the woman (and
the mother in particular). She sees this violence reflected in the Freudian understanding of self
and more generally implied in modern visions of subjectivity. Observations like these provoke
the question of what words are available for women to express their experiences in a world
captivated by the association of mother, woman, the uncanny, and death. What visions of self
are prepared for women to inhabit?

7  Putnam, ‘Introducing Cavell,” p. vii.

8 Keith DeRose’s formalization of the argument of what he calls the skeptical hypothesis
gives an apt description of a standard understanding of skepticism (Keith DeRose, ‘Introduction:
Responding to Skepticism,” in Keith DeRose and Ted A. Warfield (eds), Skepticism. A
Contemporary Reader (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 2). In this formalization:
‘0 is a proposition one would ordinarily think one knows, and A is a suitably chosen skeptical
hypothesis: The Argument by Skeptical Hypothesis: 1. I don’t know that not-H; 2. If I don’t
know that not-H, then I don’t know that O; So, C. I don’t know that O.
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certainty itself is a philosophical expression of the skeptical impulse.’ Thus, the very
philosophical attempts trying to refute the skeptical challenge, such as the projects
of the metaphysical realists or the positivists, are themselves forms of skepticism.
The underlying idea is that skepticism is motivated by a deep-seated dissatisfaction
with what the skeptic perceives as our human epistemic condition. This however is
a dissatisfaction that we should not simply dismiss. Rather, the skeptic’s plight of
mind reveals a frightening truth, as Cavell writes:

Horror is the title I am giving to the perception of the precariousness of human identity, to
the perception that it may be lost or invaded, that we may be, or may become, something
other than we are, or take ourselves for; that our origins as human beings need accounting
for, and are unaccountable. [CR, p. 418, italics added]

The skeptical impulse is thus best understood as a desire to recoil from the truth in
skepticism. The skeptic wishes to leave behind a precarious epistemological position
— a position that would reveal in turn the precarious nature of our identities and
origins. In Cavell’s reading, the skeptic sees that the origin of what counts as our
humanity involves a sense of self and identity that is fraught with ambiguity and fear.
In this analysis, skepticism is simultaneously the philosophical denial of this very
fear and its expression.

Cavell’s dealings with skepticism are interlaced with his reflections on what
constitutes modern philosophy and how it borders literature, film, drama, and
opera. By crossing and exploring these borders Cavell thematizes (and struggles
with) the worry that the modern project of philosophy is expressive of, and fueled
by, masculine conceptions of knowledge, which inevitably lead to violence
against women. Is Othello’s murderousness a perspicuous representation of the
consequences of the skeptic’s frustrated desire for knowledge? Does the skeptical
obsession with certainty express a human or a male fear — a fear that is related
to masculine constructions of language and self? Is skepticism a human problem
addressed and solved by philosophy, or is skepticism part of the production of male
ways of knowing encoded in philosophy? Cavell explicitly raises this question, yet
his answers remain ambiguous. He talks about the (in his understanding) traumatic
‘possibility that philosophical skepticism is inflected, if not altogether determined
by gender, by whether one sets oneself aside as masculine or feminine. And if
philosophical skepticism is thus inflected then, according to me, philosophy as such
will be’ (CT, p. 100). However, it is not clear from his writings how he answers
this traumatic question. At times he states that skepticism is a ‘male affair’ (Pitch,
p. 169); yet at other times he writes that skepticism is a human problem (C7, p.
94). His wavering is easy to understand: if skepticism and its pursuit of knowledge
is the center around which modern philosophy revolves, and if this problem is an
expression of male issues of self and gender, then modern philosophy revolves
around and aims at solving male problems.

Both the Goodman and Eldridge volumes bring attention to the philosophical
importance of Cavell’s dealings with literature, drama, film, and opera; yet neither
book contains a section or even an article on the issue of gender in his work. This

9 In DeRose’s scheme, the desire to disprove 1 expresses skepticism according to Cavell.
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is surprising since the reflections on the feminine play such an important role in
Cavell’s writings about Shakespeare, Hollywood comedies or dramas, and operas.'®
Despite the prominent role that gender plays for Cavell, currently no monograph
addresses in a systematic manner the problematic issues of gendered speaking
and gendered knowledge in the context of his philosophy as a whole." Feminist
philosophers of film have dedicated the clearest attention to Cavell’s constructions
of gender. Despite the deep sympathy some philosophers, such Naomi Scheman, feel
for Cavell’s work, his Freudian constructions of gender pose severe problems for
most. Summarizing his work’s reception in feminist film theory, Cynthia Freeland
describes this difficulty: ‘Cavell’s work is not without problems for feminists who
have disagreed about its usefulness for philosophical reflections about gender roles,
social relations, or the social values reflected in marriage.” While Cavell offers a
basis to critique traditional constructions of gender, his notion of the feminine is too
easily co-opted by masculinist interests, as Scheman points out.'? This is a difficulty
illustrated by Tania Modleski’s exasperated reaction to Cavell’s writings on film."?
Modleski sees Cavell as part of an attempt of male academics ‘to relocate the struggle
of feminism against patriarchy to a place entirely within patriarchy and within the
psyche of the patriarch himself” (p. 10). In his reply to Modleski, Cavell does not
fully address this point. He feels that Modleski refuses to acknowledge that it deeply
worries him that his Emersonianism might ‘serve once more to eradicate the feminine
difference’ (CT, p. 33). While I feel that Cavell is indeed genuinely troubled, I will
show how Cavell’s Freudian symbolism of gender invites, despite himself, a feminist
reading such as Modleski’s. For example, Cavell’s idea that the ‘feminine’ voice
can be realized by all of us, independent of whether we take ourselves to be men
or women, still operates within problematic psychoanalytic assumptions of gender.
Thus, while Cavell provides the conceptual space needed for a gender analysis of
skepticism (and hence modern philosophy), his understanding of gender and his own
use of a Freudian symbolism of gender need a systematic and critical exploration.

10 Surprisingly silent on question of gender is Iréne Théry, ‘L’énigme de 1’égalité, mariage
et différence des sexes dans A la recherche du bonheur,” in Sandra Laugier and Marc Cerisuelo
(eds), Stanley Cavell, Cinéma et Philosophie (Paris: Presses de la Sorbonne Nouvelle, 2001),
pp. 67-93.

11 Toril Moi, What is a Woman? And Other Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1999). Moi uses Cavell in her readings of Simon de Bouvoir by inquiring into the relationship
between speaking for oneself and speaking for others. Despite her deep sympathy for Cavell’s
work she does not enter into a systematic and critical reading of the issues of gender in Cavell’s
own philosophy of skepticism.

12 Cynthia Freeland, ‘Film Theory,” in Alison M. Jaggar and Iris M. Young (eds), 4
Companion to Feminist Philosophy (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998), pp. 351-60, p. 358;
Naomi Scheman, ‘Missing Mothers/Desiring Daughters: Framing the Sight of Women,’ Critical
Inquiry, 15:1 (1988): 6289, p. 66ff.

13 Tania Modleski, Feminism without Women. Culture and Criticism in a ‘Postfeminist’
Age (New York: Routledge, 1991). A more positive reading of Cavell’s interpretation of these
movies is found in: Teresa De Lauretis, The Practice of Love: Lesbian Sexuality and Perverse
Desire (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994). Nevertheless, as we will see, Modleski’s
point deserves closer examination.
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Otherwise, the violence implied in the psychoanalytic imagination of self would be
simply repeated.
Stephen Mulhall, however, cautions that we

cannot dismiss his [Cavell’s] picture of male and female on the grounds that [it] invokes
a potentially reductive and oppressive binary opposition; we must rather show the precise
points — if any — at which the complex, provisional, and open-ended elucidation of that
opposition which emerges across the full range of his work is reductive or oppressive.'

My book aims to take up Mulhall’s challenge by revealing the precise points where
Cavell’s symbolism of gender has oppressive consequences. To do so I will analyze
Cavell’s work on film and opera, which offers a complex picture of how he understands
the women’s role in the process of gaining, threatening, and regaining attunement
and language. My discussion will show how Cavell’s symbolism of gender, despite
its complexity, re-establishes the very oppressive binary that he wishes to overcome.
In Cavell’s work, the ‘feminine,’ the ‘creative,” the ‘absent,” and the ‘beyond’ are
all aligned, thereby leaving the woman with the task of playing both the role of the
victim of male skeptical violence and the role of the savior of men and women from
this very violence.

The Cavellian Feminine, Kristeva, and the Need
for a New Religious Imagination

From whence, however, this problematic role of ‘the woman’ in Cavell’s work? 1
will argue that underlying Cavell’s uneasy symbolism of gender we find in fact a
religious tension. While Cavell expresses in his early work that ‘respectable further
theologizing of the world has, I gather, ceased,” his later writings on women in film
and opera present us with his longing gaze for a transcendent, a beyond, from which
to imagine what it means to be human (DK, p. 36 fn.). The fear of exposure to a
woman turns out to be the fear of exposure to a beyond we cannot control. It is not
farfetched to read through a prism of gender the following remark from The Claim
of Reason: ‘the other now bears the weight of God’ (CR, p. 470). The woman is this
other.

According to Cavell, philosophy needs this exposure to the beyond in order to
create new visions of humanity. As we will see, the diva in opera and film dramatically
exposes humanity’s need for self-creation, while at the same time stressing that such
self-creation is only possible if we philosophers — like her — expose our bodies to
the uncontrollable beyond. The body of the diva is thus the locus of both human
autonomy and humanity’s passive exposure to something beyond our control.

Bringing Cavell into dialogue with a particular women’s voice, namely Julia
Kristeva as a critically and attentive reader of Freud, will help to discern the
entanglement of gender, religion, and philosophy. In an essay on Nietzsche, Cavell
describes philosophy as a form of “criticism of culture.” And ‘one way to think of this
is as the attempt, or need, to inherit, as part of the criticism of religion, the task of

14 Mulhall, Stanley Cavell. p. 341.
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religion as a criticism of life, after the authority of religion has become questionable.’'
It is certainly questionable whether the authority of ‘religion’ fout court has become
questionable for everyone; yet reading Cavell while hearing Kristeva will disclose
in Cavell’s project of transforming the skeptical life vestiges of the desire for this
authority and a desire for an alternate religious imagination.

Cavell describes our ordinary lives and its languages as ‘vulnerable ... to
skepticism, but with the understanding that skepticism wears as many guises as the
devil’ (4T, p. 2). Our ordinary lives and words are currently exposed to multiple
religious imaginations. While these wear many disguises, philosophy (particularly
understood as the project of overcoming skepticism) need not fear all of them as if
they were the devil. The question is rather, to see what kind of religious imagination
is tied to the skeptical vision of the human and which is needed for overcoming it.
To discern this point we have to engage in an aversive reading of both Cavell’s and
Kristeva’s symbolism of the feminine. The task is to find behind the many disguises
alternate religious imaginations that enable something like Emersonian becoming.
Implied in philosophy’s work of bringing culture to consciousness is not only the
task of ‘speaking for us’ but also the demand to speak in rejection of the given state
of'a culture: ‘The idea is always of liberation from a present state, to a further or next
state’ (AT, p. 121). Thus, far from simply inheriting the authority to critique culture,
philosophy has to be part of fashioning an exchange about what counts as becoming
human and what as religious imagination. Without such a dialogue, philosophy’s
attempt at bringing our culture to consciousness is in danger of doing so without
critical aversion. The philosopher might claim that he speaks for us but he will do so
without subjectivity, thus representing a world in which neither he nor we will have
a voice of our own.

From Language to Gender to Religion

To introduce us to these issues of gender and religion we have to begin with Cavell’s
understanding of language. Thus, the first chapter will argue with Cavell that the
absence of a structure of language securing our agreement in language is the feature
of language that invites the skeptic’s fear. The surprising fact that we can so easily
follow each other’s projections in language is not secured by transcendental structures
of language. Rather, this fact is enabled in and grounded by nothing else than our
being in tune with each other. In this way, language is based upon acknowledged
relationships, and a failure of language reveals a failure of relationships. In other
words, in language we are exposed to each other. Thus, ‘attunement’ and ‘exposure’
will turn out to be central concepts in Cavell’s reading of the skeptic’s fear.

This discussion of how language functions to make the skeptical worry possible
opens the field for an understanding of the vision of self and humanity that is
implicated in the skeptical worry. To this end we need to understand how this worry
can be troubling or how this worry can reflect something about humanity. A simple

15 Stanley Cavell, Cities of Words: Pedagogical Letters on A Register of the Moral Life
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), p. 223.
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refutation of the skeptic’s project alone would therefore not be enough. Here is a
master of language who is burdened by the skeptical question. How does the skeptic
come to this point? What makes these questions natural for him? I say for Aim,
because, as I will show, the skeptical worry seems to encode a particularly male
vision of self and language. (I will in the following talk about the male philosopher
or male skeptic. This will at times make for an annoying read for those attuned to the
importance of gender in writing. In a way this annoyance is a calculated risk to bring
to the fore the question of the gendering of modern skepticism and philosophy.)

The second chapter, therefore, will address the question of what it is in ‘possessing
language’ that makes the skeptical worry possible. Which human fears and desires are
expressed and denied in skepticism according to Cavell? Or what vision of “humanity’
is projected and recreated by the skeptic? Let me mention here two methodological
elements that are pertinent to Cavell’s ability to read and listen to the unsaid or
the lacunae of sense in the words of the skeptic. First, Cavell wishes to extend an
Austinian or ordinary language approach to dealing with the skeptic’s sentences. In
which context, in which situation would it or could it seem natural to ask the kind of
questions the skeptic worries about? If these questions strike, for example, Putnam
as if he were in the Jabberwocky’s forest, Cavell wishes to understand what makes
this particular plight of mind possible.'® More importantly, understanding the skeptic
implies acknowledging that his questions reveal something about what can count
as ‘our’ modern humanity. As we will see, Cavell’s Austinian approach enables us
to see a context in which it seems (or in which it becomes) natural to speak outside
of a context of claiming something. Second, Cavell’s theory of reading implies
that we as readers are read by texts. The texts we read are projecting images and
visions of possible humanity, and thus force us to see ourselves within the context
of these projections. Who are we supposed to be as humans in the vision of skeptic?
This question can be an application of Cavell’s theory of reading onto the skeptic’s
argument itself. And it can be asked from Cavell’s own texts, what vision of the
human, of male and female is imagined in his works?

Having set the background of Cavell’s philosophizing, the third chapter will
analyze in detail the ‘gender of skepticism’ using primarily Cavell’s writings on
film. This chapter will set the stage for an exploration of the lines that tie together
‘the feminine,” ‘absence,” ‘the transcendent,” and ‘the beyond’ in Cavell’s thought.
And we will see how these ties entangle women to be both victims of, and saviors
for, the skeptical complex.

The fourth chapter will first follow Cavell’s notion of the ‘beyond’ and how it
connects with the feminine in his work. Secondly, I will explore the psychoanalytic
roots of Cavell’s connection between ‘absence’ and ‘the woman.” To phrase this
exploration in Cavellian terms: ‘What makes theses associations natural for Cavell?’
In other words, what is the intellectual framework within which the woman becomes
the stand-in for a threatening and life-giving ‘beyond’? Thus, my turn to Cavell’s
psychoanalytic roots is meant as uncovering not biographical idiosyncrasies. Rather,

16 Hilary Putnam, ‘Skepticism, Stroud and the Contextuality of Knowledge,” Philosophical
Explorations, 4 (2001): 2-16, p. 15.
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I understand Cavell as saying ‘these are the connections that come natural to me,
don’t they come natural to you?’

To explore these connections systematically, I will bring Cavell into dialogue
with Julia Kristeva. Her work will allow us to follow the Freudian heritage in Cavell
while avoiding simply reiterating the problematic gender stereotypes present in the
writing of the founder of psychoanalysis. Kristeva’s work monumentalizes, that is,
she reflects on and mirrors, the fissures and struggles of a specific modern subjectivity.
Read as expository text of influential myths that modern twentieth—century Western
culture tells itself about the self, Kristeva’s work enables us to locate, historically
and culturally, the Freudian entanglement of absence, death, salvation, the mother
and the divine.

This dialogue between Kristeva and Cavell will leave us however with an
unsatisfying position. We have to accept that an unavoidable violence against a
specific female body — that of the mother — lies seemingly at the heart of the modern
story of subject-formation. I will read this deeply troubling answer as exhibiting a
structural truth implied in modern visions of subjectivity and language. In Freud’s,
Kristeva’s, and in Cavell’s stories we see a peculiarly modern negotiation of the
question about the origins of humanity. I see their works as reflecting on and mirroring
these negotiations. What do these texts reveal about the tensions, desires, and internal
conflicts present within the modern fiction of self? And, in an Emersonian vein, we
shall ask, what is repressed in them? I will argue that a specific theological desire
for a religiously authenticated existence is implied in both the matricidal impulses
analyzed by Kristeva and in the skeptic’s violence against female bodies shown by
Cavell. This violence reflects a trauma of absence and death lying at the beginning
of the process by which we emerge as modern selves. This trauma is expressed in
mythologies about the death-bearing mother. Finally, I will argue that implied in this
kind of (disappointing and violent) desire for authenticated existence we find a need
for an alternative religious imagination, namely an imagination of human becoming.
At the same time, we need to tread carefully and ask in turn what counts as ‘religion’
if we leave the skeptical vision of humanity behind. A new post-skeptical imagination
of the human involves therefore an alternate imagination of religious becoming and
vice versa.



Chapter 2

Cavell on Language

What is it in Language that Makes
the Skeptical Worry Possible?

What do Wittgenstein’s Criteria Reveal about Language?

What is it in language that makes skepticism possible? To answer this question within
a Cavellian framework we need to turn first to a somewhat technical discussion of
the Wittgensteinian notion of ‘criteria.” At stake here is not just the question of how
Wittgenstein’s texts use this concept but two related systematic inquiries: first, can
reference to criteria of proper language use serve as a bulwark against skepticism?
Second — and more importantly — what constitutes normativity in what we consider
proper language use?' How to understand what counts as linguistic normativity (and
how it is achieved or threatened) will turn out to be central to Cavell’s vision of
language and to his dealings with the skeptic.

Any inquiry of this kind must be approached with caution. We should be aware of
‘philosophy’s impulse to regard logic as normative for the normativity of words,’ as
Stephen Mulhall writes. At the same time, however, we should avoid the temptation
to ‘write as if the idea of linguistic normativity, in all its ordinariness, is beyond
redemption.’? If we are to heed Mulhall’s warning we need to find a middle ground
between sublation and avoidance of linguistic normativity. To do so we have to take
a closer look at Cavell’s treatment of criteria.

Generally speaking, criteria are meant to do the job of identification (there is an x)
and predication (and this x is F). If I know the criteria for something to be a goldfinch
(the form of the beak, etc.) then I am able to decide whether x is or is not a goldfinch.
One is tempted to point out that the criteria for the proper use of an expression brings
us back to the rules that govern correct language use. From this it could be argued
that this is, in fact, precisely what Wittgenstein’s project amounts to: a refocusing of
attention on the ordinary use of words, providing us with a perspicuous representation
of how language works. The goal of this procedure is to reveal the normative
structures of language and thus to refute skepticism. After all, if we know the rules of
an expression we can answer the skeptic’s question ‘How do you know that this is a

1 The concern for linguistic normativity is at the center of Stephen Mulhall’s discussion
of Cavell’s vision of language in his ‘Stanley Cavell’s Vision of the Normativity of Language:
Grammar, Criteria and Rules,” in Richard Eldridge (ed.), Stanley Cavell: Contemporary
Philosophy in Focus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 79-106, p. 105.

2 Ibid. pp. 105, 106.
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goldfinch?” We can say, ‘such and such are the criteria that govern the expression “I
know this is a goldfinch” and this is how these criteria are fulfilled in our cases.’
Cavell, however, claims that:

Wittgenstein’s appeal to criteria, though it takes its importance from the problem of
skepticism, is not, and is not meant to be, a refutation of skepticism ... That is, it does
not negate the concluding thesis of skepticism, that we do not know with certainty of the
existence of the external world (or of other minds). On the contrary, Wittgenstein, as I read
him, rather affirms that thesis, or rather takes it as undeniable, and so shifts its weight.
What the thesis now means is something like: Our relation to the world as a whole, or to
others in general, is not one of knowing, where knowing construes itself as being certain.
So it is also true that we do not fail to know such things. [CR, p. 45]

To understand better this debate about criteria, linguistic normativity, and skepticism,
let us look more closely at how Cavell describes Wittgensteinian criteria — first in
distinction to criteria in ordinary language and second in distinction to Austin’s use
of criteria.

Wittgensteinian and everyday criteria

The first two disanalogies Cavell begins his discussion of Wittgensteinian criteria
with the observation that they are both dependent and different from the criteria
used in everyday circumstances (CR, p. 6f.). A provisional definition of criteria in
everyday language would go something like this: ‘Criteria are specifications a given
person or group sets up on the basis of which (by means of, in terms of which) to
judge (assess, settle) whether something has a particular status or value’ (CR, p. 9).

The use of criteria in everyday situations can involve two separate issues: first,
the question of which standards to apply (for example, is a smooth water-entry part of
the standards that determine what constitutes a ‘perfect dive’?); second, the question
of whether or not a given phenomenon satisfies those standards (for example, do
we think that Greg’s water-entry was smooth?). The guiding myth of judging is,
according to Cavell, to keep these two stages separate. We do not want our judges
to create new standards. They should simply ‘call out publicly’ if certain criteria are
met (CR, p. 13).

This latter point leads Cavell to locate a first disanalogy to Wittgenstein’s use
of ‘criteria’ in the Philosophical Investigations.’ Here, the element of judging, that
is, the application of standards, cannot be isolated as a separate stage from the
element of establishing what are the criteria by which to judge a case.* ‘Calling it

3 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. Trans. G.E.M. Anscombe
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1953) [P1].

4 ‘Inno case, in which he appeals to the application of criteria is there a separate stage
at which one might, explicitly or implicitly, appeal to the application of standards. To have
criteria, in this sense, for something’s being so is to know whether, in an individual case, the
criteria do or do not apply. If there is doubt about the application, the case is in some way
“non-standard”. This means that we have no decisive criteria for it, as we haven’t “for all
eventualities™ (CR, p. 13, italics added).
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out’ (describing the situation according to set standards) and establishing standards
(describing the values according which to judge) are in Wittgenstein’s cases not
separable activities. Furthermore, Wittgenstein shows that there are cases where we
do not Aave established criteria.

What is at stake here? For Wittgenstein, traditional philosophical questions —
such as the metaphysical question ‘how can I know that this is an object’ — can only
arise if language is ‘on holiday,” if it is not doing anything. Wittgenstein uses the
image of ‘running on a slippery surface.” Without connections to the ways in which
we are using them, the words of the traditional philosopher have no traction, so to
speak (PI, pp. 107, 116). Here, the philosophers are lost, they do not know anymore
where their words came from and whereto they are leading (P/, p. 123).

This metaphysical question therefore cannot be answered by arguing that it is,
in fact, possible for us to know that ‘this is an object.” Rather, we need to provide
orientation by tracing back the words ‘know,” ‘object,’ etc., into the context in which
they are used (P/, p. 116). This tracing of our words provides us with a ‘perspicuous
representation’ of what Wittgenstein calls ‘our grammar’ (P/, p. 122).

If Wittgenstein leads us back to ‘our grammar,” how can we understand its
normative force? Is normativity in our judgments secured by a prior structure of
criteria as rules? Alternately, are criteria best understood as appeals to an assumed
pre-existing agreement in judgments and actions given in our shared forms of life?
Do we agree in language because of a system of criteria — or do we use criteria as an
appeal to this agreement in language?

If we follow the latter option, giving orientation to the philosophers does not
necessitate leading them back to a prefigured road map. Rather, it is by giving
orientation that we draw connections, associations, and thus are configuring the
map of what ‘we ordinarily say.” Criteria play a role in the order of justification
of contested claims alone.’ In situations of uncontested claims I unquestionably
assume that the connections and association I draw and the background knowledge
I presuppose are in tune with the connections and associations that you would draw
and the background knowledge that you would evoke. Maps are not the territory
— we use them only when we are lost. The territory of language is created by the act
of speaking (and by the concomitant acts of associating, connecting, and refuting
connections). But in Wittgenstein’s vision, the map of language is created only by
the act of retracing our steps, that is, the words that constitute it.

According to this reading of Wittgenstein, language is made possible neither
by static archives of words nor by sets of implicit rules. Rather, our capacity and
willingness to follow each other’s words enable our having language. We can follow
each other’s words to the degree that — to use Cavell’s expression — we are ‘attuned’
to each other’s sense of what can be said in a given context, of how this word in this
situation can be a ‘natural’ extension of what ‘we’ say in a context or of how this is
an appropriate or inappropriate understanding of what you say (PI, p. 241). The fact

5 Cf. Pl p. 242, and Hilary Putnam, ‘Rules, Attunements, and “Applying Words to the
World”. The Struggle to Understand Wittgenstein’s Vision of Language,” in Chantal Mouffe
and Ludwig Nagl (eds), Deconstruction and Pragmatism, (Bern and New York: Peter Lang
Press, 2001), pp. 9-23, p. 10.
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that we are attuned in our understanding of what can ‘naturally’ or ‘humanly’ be said
or doubted reflects ‘how we think and live’ (P/, p. 325). Linguistic attunement is an
instance of being attuned in a shared form of life.

Connected to this first disanalogy between ordinary and Wittgensteinian criteria,
is a second disanalogy. When we appeal to criteria in ordinary situations, the object
is ‘one which in some obvious way requires evaluation or assessment’ (CR, p. 14,
italics added). The sorts of things for which Wittgenstein contemplates the use of
criteria are not like this, however. In Wittgenstein’s cases we try to determine, for
example, whether someone has a toothache, expects a guest for tea, sits on a chair,
or tries to follow a rule: ‘Such “objects” and concepts seem quite unspecial; they are,
we might say, just the concepts of the world. If these concepts require special criteria
for their application, then any concept we use in speaking about anything at all will
call for criteria. And is this true?’ (CR, p. 14).

How to best understand acts of human judgments in language? What do the
peculiarities of Wittgenstein’s use of ‘criteria’ allow us to see regarding the question
of ‘how to best understand acts of human judgments in language’? What is the
philosophical work that Wittgenstein’s criteria are meant to do?

The first disanalogy points to the fact that more goes into judging than simply
‘calling out” whether something fulfills an already established set of standards.
Supporting Cavell’s understanding of Wittgenstein, Steven Affeldt writes that we
have criteria

... only in particular judgments so that (1) our purchase on our criteria lies in our grasp
of the sense of those judgments and (2) that there is no full sense of what our criteria
are which reaches beyond what is revealed as our criteria in those particular judgments.
In this sense it is more accurate to say that criteria rest upon the intelligibility of our
judgments.®

I agree with Affeldt’s reading that it is only through our acts of judgment that our
criteria come into being, and that criteria are not given prior to those acts of judgments.
Let me explain this point further. It is not always perspicuous (and especially not
in those cases in which Wittgenstein discusses criteria) to use Fregean notation to
conceive of our judgments in language. This notation (there is an x and x is F)) creates
a picture in which the existence of an object is conceived of prior to its predication.
We are led to the following description of Ethan’s having a toothache: (1) Ethan
shows @-behavior, and (2) @-behavior is a criterion for ‘having a toothache,” hence
(3) there is an x (namely Ethan showing ¢-behavior) and this x is F' (namely ‘having
a toothache’).

In this description, the semantic world (‘Ethan has a toothache”) and the natural
world of observable objects and behaviors are disjointed. Introducing criteria as
means to bridge this gap is futile. A groan cannot count as criterion for pain if [ am

6 Steven G. Affeldt, ‘The Ground of Mutuality: Criteria, Judgment, and Intelligibility
in Stephen Mulhall and Stanley Cavell,” European Journal of Philosophy, 6 (1998): 1-31, pp.
8-9. He is careful to flag the problem that this formulation might be read as disjoining criteria
and judgments.
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not ‘antecedently prepared to regard the creature before me as expressing pain’ as
Affeldt remarks.” Hence, talk about ‘evidence’ or verifiable ‘truth-conditions’ is not
sufficient to reconstruct our ‘ability to identify or classify or discriminate different
objects with and from another,’ that is, our ability to know and to learn (CR, p. 17):
‘Wittgenstein’s criteria [are] necessary before the identification or knowledge of an
object’ (ibid.) It would be a similar mistake, holds Cavell, to see criteria as a third
feature somehow in between ‘truth conditions’ and ‘evidence’:

Criteria are not alternatives or additions to evidence. Without the control of criteria in
applying concepts, we would not know what counts as evidence for any claim, nor for
what claims evidence is needed. And that suggests ... that every surmise and each tested
conviction depend [sic!] upon the same structures or background of necessities and
agreements that judgments of values explicitly do. [CR, p. 14]

Cavell does not identify statements of facts and statements of values. I understand
his claim as expressing something akin to Hilary Putnam’s ‘fact-value-entanglement’
avant la lettre. The care Cavell takes to not disjoint ‘judgments’ from ‘criteria’
reflects this entanglement. A judgment like ‘Ethan has a toothache’ is based on a
shared background of necessities and agreements. Appeals to ‘criteria’ are meant to
point us to those evaluative agreements. If my friend asks me ‘but how do you know
that Ethan /as a toothache?’ my explanations would soon come to an end. All I will
be able to say is something like ‘but this is what we call “having a toothache™” — and
I will wonder why she is not more compassionate:

The demonstrative registers that we are to recollect those very general facts of nature
or culture which we all, all who can talk and act together, do (must) in fact be using as
criteria; facts we only need to recollect, for we cannot fail to know them in the sense
of having never acquired them. If someone does not have them, that is not because his
studies had been neglected, but because he is for some reason incapable of (or has been
given up on as a candidate for) maturing into, or initiation into, full membership in the
culture. [CR, p. 73]

To make this connection between criteria and our agreement in judgments clearer let
us now turn to another peculiarity of Wittgensteinian criteria.

The third disanalogy The question of who authorizes criteria reveals a third
disanalogy between ordinary criteria and Wittgensteinian criteria. For Wittgenstein,
‘we’ establish the authority of criteria, that is, we as representatives of humanity as
such (CR, p. 18). Wittgenstein’s bold claims about what ‘we’ say are to be understood
in this sense. Cavell points out that this ‘speaking for humanity’ is not a form of
generalization on the basis of what I say or of what I have heard people saying.
Rather, Wittgenstein is presenting an instance of what we say: ‘We may think of it
as a sample. The introduction of the sample by the words “we say ...” is an invitation
for you to see whether you have such a sample, or can accept mine as a sound one’
(CR, p. 19).

7 Ibid. p.9.
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It is important to note that this invitation can fail. My interlocutor may or may
not agree with my contention that ‘we say’ this or that. In such a situation there is no
appeal to another authority beyond the community or the ‘we’ that was invoked by
Wittgenstein. Instead, disagreement reveals that this community does not exist:

The philosophical appeal to what we say, and the search for our criteria on the basis of
which we say what we say, are claims to community. And the claim to community is
always a search for the basis upon which it can or has been established. I have nothing
more to go on than my conviction, my sense that I made sense. It may prove to be the case
that [ am wrong, that my conviction isolates me from others, from all others, from myself.
... The wish and search for community are the wish and search for reason. [CR, p. 20]

Instead of providing the firm ground (the network of rules) upon which our community
of human language users rests, Wittgensteinian criteria are invoked when we are in
search of this ground. I am reminded here of Wittgenstein’s quip in On Certainty,
§ 248: ‘I have arrived at the rock bottom of my convictions. And one might almost
say that these foundation walls are carried by the whole house.” Only because a
community of human language users exists, only because we agree to an astonishing
degree with one another in judgments, is it possible to appeal to this community by
using criteria.

It is important to remember the kind of cases in which Wittgenstein talks about
appeal to criteria. These are cases where my explanations came to an end. What is left
for me to say is something like ‘but #4is is what we call “sitting on a chair’” or ‘his is
what we call “having a toothache.”” If asked, ‘how do you know?’ I am left speechless.

Wittgensteinian and Austinian criteria

Marks and features? In relating Wittgensteinian criteria to everyday criteria,
Cavell is concerned with the process of identifying something as being something.
Addressing the contrast between Austin and Wittgenstein on criteria, Cavell reflects
on the role criteria play for identifying something as being something. For Austin,
the observation of certain marks and features is the basis for our judgments. These
observational facts are the evidence for our calling a thing what we believe it to be.

To bring out the peculiar nature of Wittgensteinian vs. Austinian criteria, Cavell
critiques Rogers Albritton’s reading of Wittgenstein and its implicit distinction
between questions of language (or convention) or questions of fact (or nature) (cf.
CR, p. 66f.). The relevant passage of Albritton’s paper reads:

I have no intention of committing Wittgenstein to the view that the criterion of X is a
logically necessary and sufficient condition of X in the nature of things, so to speak.
Criteria are for him primarily criteria that men ‘accept,” ‘adopt,” ‘fix’ ... in connection with
their use of certain expressions. If anything is the criterion of X and therefore a logically
necessary and sufficient condition of X, it is because (in some sense of ‘because’) men
agree in certain conventions.®

8 Rogers Albritton, ‘On Wittgenstein’s Use of “Criterion,”” The Journal of Philosophy,
56 (1959): 845-57, p. 848.
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Albritton’s desire to avoid a full entailment view of criteria leads him to blur the
distinction between criteria and symptoms.’ Cavell, therefore, charges Albritton
with destroying Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘criteria.” Albritton seems to want to have
it both ways: ‘That a man behaves in a certain manner, under certain circumstances,
cannot entail that he has a toothache’ and ‘Roughly, then: it can entail that anyone
who is aware that the man is behaving in this manner, under these circumstances,
is justified in saying that the man has toothache ... [Or it] can entail that he a/most
certainly has a toothache.’'® According to this framework something like conditions
for ‘warranted assertability’ and ‘truth conditions’ are disjoined. I may be warranted
in asserting that ‘Ethan has a toothache,” but I cannot quite say that ‘““Ethan has a
toothache” is true.’

If the question is just about our being justified in saying p, symptoms would do.
For example, the point in calling something a criterion for a stable government is
‘when I present the criteria in terms of which I assert this concept of a government,
and if the government does meet them, then that is (what I mean by; what I mean
in calling it) a stable government’ (CR, p. 69). Being in doubt whether this or that
government actually meets my criteria for what is stable, or what exactly [ would use
as criteria to assess an administration’s stability is different from the situation where
I am in the presence of all the criteria I need. ‘There, for all the world is a man having
[a toothache]” — and I am not uncertain about the authenticity of his experience, I
am certain about my criteria for ‘having a toothache’ — in short there is an optimal
case. ‘My feeling here is: If that isn’t — if he isn’t having — a toothache, I don’t know
what a toothache is’ (ibid.). What would it mean to start doubting that feeling in the
presence of full criteria? Why should I say ‘But that’s what is called a toothache,’ or
‘I am most certainly justified in calling it a toothache’? Cavell points out that even
beginning this quest for certainty reflects a troublesome condition on the part of
those searching for certainty:

The only thing that could conceivably have been called ‘his having a toothache’ — his
actual horror itself — has dropped out, withdrawn beyond my reach. — Was it always
beyond me? Or is my condition to be understood some other way? (What is my condition?
Is it doubt? It is in any case expressed here by speechlessness). (CR, p. 70)

Cavell’s reading opens the question of what is expressed both by the skeptical
question of ‘how do you know that this is a toothache?’ and by the desire to answer

9 According to the entailment view of criteria, x is a criteria for F if x is the logically
sufficient condition for F. This can be both true for a criterion and a symptom. But one of
the criteria of Jones having pain is that he tells us that he is in pain. But his saying so is not
a logically sufficient condition for his being in pain. The statement ‘Jones has a toothache’ is
not entailed by the statement ‘Jones says he has a toothache’ (P/, pp. 244-50).

10 Albritton, ‘On Wittgenstein’s Use of “Criterion,”” p. 856. Albritton is a bit more
careful than Cavell’s quotations on page 68 of CR seem to suggest. Albritton adds: ‘This way
of putting it may be very misleading, since what I would ordinarily be justified in saying, by
the fact that a man almost certainly has a toothache, in this sense, is “He has a toothache” or
even “I know he has a toothache.” (p. 856). However, Cavell’s claim stands that this attempt
to rescue comes to late (CR, p. 68).



18 Beyond the Philosopher’s Fear

it. Here both the skeptical question and the epistemic project of refuting this very
question come under scrutiny. The skeptics and the philosophers like Albritton are in
the grip of a picture in which Ethan’s pain is beyond our epistemic reach; this pain is
somehow buried in an inaccessible ‘inside,” whereas all we seem to be able to go on
in our judgments is merely outside, that is, observables such as ‘pain-behavior.” 7o
conceptualize Wittgensteinian criteria in terms of Austinian ‘marks and features’ is
to miss the point. Wittgenstein's criteria, in all their peculiarity, are meant to reveal
the awkwardness of a picture in which the actual pain recedes beyond our reach.

Further, Cavell describes as a ‘condition’ the motivation to ask questions such
as ‘how do you know that he has a toothache?’ in the face of Ethan’s pain. One
needs to be in a certain frame of mind, in a position vis-a-vis our language and our
community, in order to be motivated by such questions. Recalling the notion that
Wittgensteinian criteria are meant as appeals to communal agreement we can infer
that the ‘condition” Cavell mentions is one of isolation from this very community.
Not only has the other’s pain dropped out, it seems as if the community has dropped
out as well. Or I have dropped out of it. These considerations introduce the problem
of how an individual speaker (actor) is related to her community. Cavell’s further
comparison between Wittgensteinian and Austinian criteria will draw us deeper into
this problem.

Generic and specific objects A second disanalogy between Austinian and
Wittgensteinian criteria is captured in Cavell’s distinction between ‘generic’ and
‘specific’ objects. Austin is concerned with the question of how to identify specific
objects, like ‘goldfinches,’ in a concrete observational situation. How can I know that
this here is a ‘goldfinch’ or that that there is a table? Austin combats the philosopher’s
idea that to prove that I know x, I have to rule out each and every possibility that
could disprove my claim. Rather, he thinks in some circumstances I have ‘enough’
knowledge already. The context in which the question is asked will determine
both the type of evidence that can count as ‘enough’ as well as when ‘enough’ is
‘enough.’!" Austin focuses on ordinary objects, like goldfinches, where there is little
or no room for alternative descriptions. Yet the objects of the epistemologist are of
a ‘generic’ sort (cf. CR, p. 52). These are objects, where the problem is not one of
identification but solely one of existence:

When those objects present themselves to the epistemologist, he is not taking one as
opposed to another, interested in its features as peculiar to it and nothing else. He would
rather, so to speak, have an unrecognizable something there if he could, an anything, a
that-ness. What comes to him is an island ... What is at stake for him in the object is its
materiality as such, externality altogether. [CR, p. 53]

Is it, however, reasonable to entertain such an interest in generic objects by asking
about their existence or reality outside of controlling concrete circumstances? Given

11 ‘Knowing it’s a real goldfinch isn’t in question in the ordinary case when I say I know
it’s a goldfinch: reasonable precautions only are taken ... [and] the precautions cannot be more
than reasonable, relative to current intents and purposes.’ Austin, ‘Other Minds,’ p. 56, quoted
by Cavell, CR, p. 58.
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an optimal epistemic situation, under what circumstances could the question ‘but
how do you know that this is a tomato’ make sense? According to Cavell, asking
this question implies that [ am in a better epistemological position than you; I know
more about tomatoes. But in the case of the generic objects, nobody is in a privileged
epistemic situation. The epistemologist asks a question about our capacity to know,
and not one about the capacity of someone in particular (cf. CR, p. 56).

Is it the case that the philosopher is asking unreasonable questions? After all,
Austin lays out the common grammar of difference in the question of ‘how do
you know?’ And ‘to ask for “more” than that permits is hardly to be thought of as
discourteous, etc. It constitutes not an unreasonableness of intellectual manner but a
denial of human reason’ (CR, p. 58).

We have now reached a point where we can see the force of the analogies and
disanalogies between Wittgensteinian and Austinian criteria more clearly. For
Austin, full knowledge of a case is expressed in justifying your choice of a name
for a concrete thing on the basis of established criteria understood as observable
marks and features. You call out what it is. Here “““call” is related to non-grammatical
criteria (features, or marks) and specific objects (those about which the problem
of knowledge is a problem of identification)’ (CR, p. 73). You are proficient if you
can name such an object correctly when you see one. Criteria relate the name to the
specifics of the object.

Austin’s criteria require special knowledge; one needs to know how to recognize
‘a woodpecker,” for example. These criteria function like a technical handbook of,
let us say, furniture styles, which can teach us how to recognize a specific chair as a
Louis XVI chaise. Wittgensteinian criteria, however, deal with questions like ‘what
is a chair’ (generic object) and ‘what is sitting on a chair’? To call out ‘this is what
we call sitting on a chair’ does not relate to a specific feature but to our capacity to
employ a concept at all:

In a Wittgensteinian context, ‘call’ is related to grammatical criteria and generic objects.
The criteria do not relate a name to an object, but, we might say, various concepts to the
concept of that object. Here the test of your possession of a concept (e.g., of a chair, or a
bird: of the meaning of a word; of what it is to know something) would be your ability to
use the concept in conjunction with other concepts, your knowledge of which concepts
are relevant to the one in question and which are not; your knowledge of how various
relevant concepts, used in conjunction with the concepts of different kinds of objects,
require different kinds of contexts for their competent employment. [CR, p. 73]

In the Austinian worldview, criteria could teach you the right information (what
to look for to tell Louis XVI from Louis XIV chaises) should you be misapplying
a name. In Wittgensteinian cases, what one would be lacking is not a single piece
of information, but ‘the possibility of acquiring knowledge iiberhaupt. You cannot
be told the name of an object, because there is as yet no object of that kind for you
to attach a forthcoming name to ... (To what does a child attach the official name
<Nyuw York>? The child’s world contains no cities)’ (CR, p. 77).

The point here is that we must already have knowledge about some things in
order to start the enterprise of identification. We need an idea of what color, matter,
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mind, meanings are supposed to be.'? But what does it mean to know what ‘color,
matter, mind, to sit,” etc., means? How could we not know this? Wittgenstein’s
criteria inquire into our capacity to employ those words. If pressed with the question
‘but how do you know?,” all we can do is point. This is what it means to sit. This is
a color.

Pointing, however, is not an escape from the conundrum that we need to have
appropriate background knowledge to understand the ‘demonstrative’ gesture. As
Cavell writes:

[It] registers that we are to recollect those very general facts of nature or culture which we
all, all who can talk and act together, do (must) in fact be using as criteria; facts we only
need to recollect, for we cannot fail to know them in the sense of having never acquired
them. If someone does not have them, that is not because his studies have been neglected,
but because he is for some reason incapable of (or has been given up on as a candidate for)
maturing into, or initiation into, full membership in the culture. [CR, p. 73]

Instead of presenting ‘the demonstrative’ as most basic form of fixing references,
Wittgenstein’s grammatical inquiry elicits how a concept like ‘pointing to’ is
connected to a host of other concepts.!® This type of inquiry relates therefore a given
concept with those ‘facts of nature or culture which we ... cannot fail to know’ as
members of our language community (ibid.).

Wittgenstein’s criteria point us to these facts and to the fact that besides our
concurrence in judgment, our mutual attunement in not failing to know them, we
have nothing to go on. The skeptic’s worries disclose this feature of our claims to
knowledge. They reveal an uneasiness with the fact that what counts as being the case
or what is the case, is fundamentally deeply dependent on our mutual agreements.

From Ceriteria to Projection

Affeldt, Mulhall, Putnam and Cavell s reading of Wittgenstein s criteria

Systematicity of language and a system in language A recent discussion between
Steven Affeldt, Hilary Putnam, and Stephen Mulhall can shed light on why it is so
problematic for many philosophers to accept the fact that what counts as, or what is
the case, is so deeply dependent on our mutual agreements. As Putnam remarks in
his ‘Rules, Attunement, and “Applying Words to the World,”” this discussion goes
beyond questions of correct Wittgenstein exegesis. Rather, it reveals how Cavell’s
reading of Wittgensteinian criteria challenges established assumptions about the
relation of language and world. More specifically, these are assumptions about what
grounds our capacity to speak about things in the world and our ability to speak to
one another.

12 Cavell calls what has to be in place ‘something like natural kind or a metaphysical
category of objects’ (CR, p. 77).

13 And ‘pointing,’ too, is part of a language-game. I have to know what relevant features
are pointed to, and what pointing to is supposed to accomplish (cf. CR, p. 211).
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The Mulhall-Affeldt-Putnam debate revolves around the question of linguistic
normativity, bringing us back to the question that opened this chapter. What legislates
our ‘going on’ in language? On what basis do we employ words in any given context,
and, more importantly, how do we understand a new use of a word in a new context?
How can we go on into unchartered linguistic territory?

According to what Putnam calls the orthodox interpretation of Wittgenstein,
criteria are not only employed in the context of justification of particular judgments;
rather, all of our linguistic judgments, whether they are uncontested or unconfused,
are informed by criteria. Putnam ascribes this orthodox view to Mulhall who states
that even in uncontested cases there are no valid ‘judgments without criteria’
(Mulhall, ‘Givenness,’ p. 39).

It is true that there are passages in Mulhall’s earlier papers that seem to soften
that claim. At some points, Mulhall limits his claim to ‘the order of justification, not
that of perception or judgment’ (ibid., p. 35). He writes:

The point is that if my judgment that something is a chair were to be subject to question or
contestation, then I must be able to, and would, justify it by reference to certain features
of the object itself, and of the ways in which it is intended to be and can be employed.
[{bid., p. 35]

As Putnam notes, however, the idea that criteria play a role in the order of justification
alone appears only sporadically and is not expanded in Mulhall’s argument.!* Rather,
Mulhall describes his position as expressing the ‘simple idea that criteria are what
we go on when we apply words to the world’ (Mulhall, ‘Givenness,’ p. 36). I agree
with Putnam that these passages certainly make it sound ‘as if all talk about the world
employs criteria, whether a “claim” has been “contested” or not’ (ibid., p. 12).

What is at stake is the question of whether or not criteria are employed in a// talk
about the world or only within the context of justifying a claim? Mulhall feels that
if we reduce the role of criteria only to situations of contested judgments we would
lose precisely the capacity to see our

everyday judgments as normative, as open to evaluation as correct or incorrect. For such
talk presupposes the existence of standards of correctness, of norms; it must be possible for
us to justify how we go on, and as Wittgenstein tells us ‘justification consists in appealing
to something independent of what is being justified’ (P/, p. 265). It is that justification that,
on my account, criteria provide.'’

The idea is that we have to hold on to the idea that criteria provide a framework
of rules that is independent ‘of the particular judgment that those rules “justify.””'¢
Otherwise, as Mulhall seems to suspect, criteria would be created by the very context
of justification that they are supposed to adjudicate. This cannot be the case, since we
cannot simply make up the rules as we go.

14 Putnam, Hilary. ‘Rules, Attunements, and “Applying Words to the World,”” p. 12.

15 Stephen Mulhall, ‘The Givenness of Grammar: A Reply to Steven Affeldt,” European
Journal of Philosophy, 6 (1998): 32-44, p. 40.

16 Hilary Putnam, ‘Rules, Attunements, and “Applying Words to the World,”’ p. 13.
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Linguistic normativity is at the center of Mulhall’s concerns. Mulhall states
that he does not find it appropriate to understand all talk of linguistic normativity
along the lines of impersonal algorithms: ‘Philosophy’s impulse to regard logic as
normative for the normativity of words is emblematic of a broader human impulse
to regard such normativity solely as something to which we must impersonally and
inflexibly respond rather than something for which we are also individually and
unforeseeably responsible.’!’

Mulhall asks, however, whether the rejection of this understanding of rules as
impersonal structures bars us from conceiving of linguistic normativity in terms of
rules, fout court. Reminding us of the fact that Wittgenstein himself uses ‘criteria’
and ‘rules’ to discuss linguistic normativity, Mulhall’s work consistently raises the
issue of how to account for such normativity and how to relate it to our speaking
together.'

Mulhall thinks that only a given structure of ‘standards governing the applications
of concepts,” allows for the very systematicity of language that impressed Cavell so
much (Mulhall, Stanley Cavell. Philosophy's Recounting of the Ordinary, p. 80).
Cavell associates with the word ‘systematicity’ the astonishing fact that

language is shared, that the forms I rely upon in making sense are human forms, that they
impose human limits upon me, that when I say what we ‘can’ and ‘cannot’ say I am indeed
voicing necessities which others recognize, i.e., obey (consciously or not); and that our
uses of language are pervasively, almost unimaginably, systematic. [CR, p. 29]

Mulhall is searching for the ground of that ‘systematically’ shared use of language.
In the words of Affeldt, Mulhall seems to feel that our agreement in language ‘must
rest upon some structure of language.’'’ This idea motivates the general thrust of
Mulhall’s reading of Cavell on the role of criteria as the ‘presupposition of mutual
intelligibility.”?® Criteria, says Mulhall, ‘align speakers with one another’ thereby
constituting agreement and community among us (Stanley Cavell, p. 251, cf. p. 77).

Central for Mulhall’s project of explaining our agreement in language through
a structure of language is the following double nature of criteria. First, criteria in
Mulhall’s view are observable marks and features, allowing us to see whether or not
we are justified in claiming that something is something. In this sense, criteria secure

17 Mulhall, ‘Stanley Cavell’s Vision of Normativity or Language,” in: Eldridge (ed.),
Stanley Cavell, 79-106, p. 105.

18 Mulhall leaves room for the interpretation that Wittgenstein’s use of a mathematical
example in his discussions of ‘obeying a rule’ is meant not to describe Wittgenstein’s own
vision of linguistic normativity but as ‘acting out’” a philosophical fantasy for therapeutic
reasons (ibid., p. 105).

19 Affeldt, ‘Ground of Mutuality,” p. 3.

20 Mulhall, Stanley Cavell, p. 104. In Mulhall’s very deep and sympathetic reading of
Cavell’s Claim of Reason, we find the same tensions that Putnam detected in Mulhall’s paper.
On the one hand he wishes to follow Cavell’s rejection of the view that appeals to criteria
are ‘attempts to explain or prove that human beings are attuned in their words’ (ibid. p. 81).
On the other hand his own discussion of the function of criteria in language recreates this
very view that Cavell critiques. Mulhall writes that it is agreement in criteria on which ‘our
conceptual structures rest’ (ibid., p. 153).
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the connection between our words and the objects or phenomena to which these words
refer. Mulhall’s interpretation makes Cavell’s Wittgensteinian criteria very similar
to Austinian criteria. Austin’s understanding of criteria differs, however according
to Mulhall, from Cavell’s Wittgensteinian criteria in that the latter refer to generic
objects (pains, envelopes) whereas the former refer to specific objects (this pain, this
envelope). Again, failure to know Wittgensteinian criteria cannot be remedied by
teaching special knowledge. Rather, this failure betrays a failure to be able to speak.
Secondly, criteria articulate the grammatical relations among our concepts, telling
us which differentiations to make, and what to deem exceptional, noteworthy, and
important. Criteria establish the network of commitments and distinctions in which
our language operates. Mulhall summarizes his interpretation of Cavell as follows:

Criteria tell us what counts as an instance of something. But this link between the concept
of criteria and the concept of counting involves two facets of the meaning of the latter term
... On the one hand, criteria are criteria of individuation: in determining what counts as a
table, they determine whether any given object falls under that particular concept or rather
under some other — they determine what makes one thing a table, another chair ... On the
other hand, criteria manifest what counts for human beings: by determining how human
beings count one thing from another, how they conceptualize the world, criteria trace the
distinctions and connections which matter to them — the distinctions which count. The
structure of the concepts themselves is an expression of human interests, of which aspects
of the world we deem significant enough to get a grip on.?!

In other places, Mulhall calls this structure of concepts, a ‘conceptual scheme’
(Stanley Cavell, p. 85), or a ‘grammatical framework of language’ (p. 171) or the
‘fulcrum upon which the whole of our experience of the world turns’ (ibid.). This
framework has to be in place ‘prior to any particular empirical investigation, for in
its absence we would have no idea what to look for when attempting to discover
what the facts are in any particular case; in order to be able to discover whether
there is a table in the next room, we must know what would have to be the case for
anything to count as a table’ (p. 152f).

Mulhall does not want this grammatical structure to be understood in terms of
‘precisely defined and wholly transparent linguistic principles’ (p. 6) —that is, in terms
of a system of ‘impersonal abstract algorithms,’ to again invoke the language used
earlier. Rather, our conceptual structures reflect our interests and the ways in which
our ‘interests and reactions to the world are in agreement. Agreement or attunement
in criteria is thus a matter of our sharing routes of interests and feeling, modes of
responses, a sense of similarity, significance, outrageousness, and so on — much of
what Wittgenstein means to capture with the idea of forms of life’ (p. 153).

Mulhall could accept, to my mind, Wittgenstein’s already mentioned quip: ‘I
have arrived at the rock bottom of my convictions. And one might almost say that
these foundation walls are carried by the whole house’ (On Certainty, p. 248).
For Mulhall, this remark could mean something like this: the system of rules that
provides our language with normativity and which we use to adjudicate judgments
about the world, is carried by our shared form of life.

21 Ibid., p. 153.
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Are ‘rules’ part of a ‘perspicuous explanation’ of our going on in language? ~When
writing Stanley Cavell: Philosophy s Recounting of the Ordinary, Mulhall was aware
of Cavell’s ‘hostility to the idea of grammar as framework of rules.” Nevertheless,
he claims to have thought that reconstructing Cavell’s understanding of criteria ‘in
Baker & Hacker terminology’ would not distort Cavell’s position.?> On the basis of
the previous discussion, we can now see that in so doing, Mulhall inadvertently masks
three interrelated and problematic assumptions entailed in the orthodox view. First,
the idea that language is based on a framework of rules reflects the assumption that
normativity and regularity can be best explained in terms of something like rules.?
Either we follow rules, are capable of detecting violations of rules, and appeal to
rules; or anything goes and there is neither regularity nor normativity. Second, since
linguistic meaning is dependent on normativity and regularity, the orthodox view
implies that speech is intelligible if it follows linguistic rules. To not speak according
to grammatical rules would be to speak gibberish. Third, the underlying agreement
in interests, etc., or our shared forms of life can only be rendered intelligible if they
are thought of in terms of a framework of rules. If reconstructing our shared form of
life in these terms is impossible, then nothing intelligible can be said about how we
come to agree in our forms of life.

The central assumption is that only criteria as a framework of rules can explain
normativity or regularity in language. It is precisely this assumption that Cavell’s
reading of Wittgenstein critiques. According to Cavell, the normativity of our
judgments is not ensured by a prior structure of criteria. This interpretation is
supported by Affeldt:

For Cavell this normativity is simply in our talk and action. It expresses our agreement in
judgmentand in form of life. Indeed, it is the fact that we do not possess an acquired catalogue
of criteria and that we have agreed to no given structure of criteria and yet are, for the most
part, from moment to moment agreed in language with the specificity and systematicity,
and normativity which eliciting criteria reveals, that so impresses Wittgenstein.>*

The fact that we do, ‘for the most part,” agree in our language and in our judgments
is revealed or pointed to through criteria but not established by criteria.

Far from being part of a philosophical explanation for the systematicity of
our language use, Cavell's discussion of criteria questions the whole enterprise of
searching for such a philosophical explanation. In the words of a passage quoted by
Affeldt, Cavell wishes to

22 Mulhall, ‘The Givenness of Grammar,” p. 33. One important reason for doing so is
Mulhall’s insistence that Cavell’s rejection of ‘rule-talk’ in connection with criteria must be
read within the context of the individual texts and authors he addresses. Cavell’s rejection
of Kripke’s understanding of rules and criteria cannot be generalized to a rejection of any
conceptualization of rules in connection with criteria. (Mulhall, ‘Stanley Cavell’s Vision of
the Normativity of Language,’ p. 102).

23 That something happens on a regular basis does not imply that it happens according
to a rule. I misplace my sunglasses or my umbrellas on a regular basis but this behavior does
not strike me as rule-governed.

24 Affeldt, ‘Groung of Mutuality,” p. 16, italics added.
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... question whether a philosophical explanation is needed, or wanted, for the fact of
agreement in the language human beings use together, as an explanation, say, in terms
of meanings or conventions or basic terms or propositions which are to provide the
foundation of our agreements. [CR, p. 32]

I see in this passage the following distinction with regards to both the design and the
function of possible philosophical explanations for our agreeing in language.

Cavell surely eschews an explanation that is designed to be an explanation in
terms of meanings, conventions, or basic propositions. Through these concepts (or
any combination of them), this type of explanation aims at providing a foundation
of our linguistic agreements. Yet Cavell clearly states that for him ‘nothing is
deeper than the fact or the extent, of agreement itself” (CR, p. 32). To show that
this particular kind of explanation is not needed, and to question why it should be
wanted, are central tasks of Cavell’s writings.

However, Cavell’s resistance against this type of explanation does not preclude
the possibility of finding alternative accounts for the systematicity of our language
use. Indeed, he aims to search for an explanation that delineates our agreement in
language by describing how this attunement is given, how it is threatened, denied, or
reaffirmed. This alternative type of explanation would not lead to a secure foundation
for language use, but rather to a perspicuous representation of the Gestalt of our
agreements. It gains its explanatory force not by pointing beyond our linguistic acts,
but rather by exploring how we agree or disagree in practice.

Understanding ‘explanation’ in this way is consistent with Wittgenstein’s
philosophical method of leading us back to what we do in language. The philosopher
who has lost his orientation will find his way again not by developing theories about
words but by looking how we use our words (cf. PI, §§ 123, 66).* Furthermore,
delineating the Gestalt of linguistic systematicity dovetails with Mulhall’s concern
that philosophers do not ‘write as if the idea of linguistic normativity, in all its
ordinariness, is beyond redemption.’

At this point it could be tempting to say, ‘But is this emphasis on explanation not
the same as talking about rules? Isn’t the way — or aren’t the ways — in which we
agree in language not structured like agreements in rules?’ This claim is weaker than
the idea that every instance of competent language use is based on a system of rules
given prior to actual linguistic performance; and this weaker claims seems more
defensible than the position that criteria are conditions of assertability.”” The weaker
claim simply wishes to say that competent language use is about the ability to follow
rules: disagreeing over how to use a word is like disagreeing over the appropriateness
of a given rule. The regularity (‘RegelmdfSigkeit’) with which we agree in linguistic

25 Such a type of explanation would, as I may add here, also be a Cavellian inquiry into
the Gestalt of society. In the latter parts of this book I will interpret therefore Cavell’s work on
theater and movies as providing such an inquiry into the Gestalt of our agreement and of our
society.

26 Mulhall, ‘Stanley Cavell’s Vision of the Normativity of Language,’ p. 105.

27 Affeldt takes Mulhall’s position to be that criteria are assertability conditions
(Affeldt, ‘Ground of Mutuality,” p. 3), an interpretation that Mulhall rejects (Mulhall,
Stanley Cavell, p. 36).
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judgments is best understood or explained in terms of our capacity to follow rules.
The notion of rules provides the best conceptual framework for thinking about the
systematicity of language, even if it would be too strong to claim that there are sets
of linguistic rules that make our agreeing in language possible.

Such a weaker explanation could, to my mind, accommodate Mulhall’s claim
that he is interested in the ‘order of justification and not in the order of perception
or judgment’ (Mulhall, ‘Givenness,” p. 35). If our judgments come under scrutiny,
it makes the most sense to think about them in relation to rules or ‘standards of
correctness, or norms,’ or in relation to criteria of competent language use (ibid., p.
40). Within the order of perception, however, it does not quite make sense to analyze
our recognizing of something as something in terms of rules and their application.
Mulhall writes that his position ‘is not meant to suggest that, whenever we encounter
chairs (whether familiar or exotic), we first recognize the presence of criteria for
something’s being a chair and then go on to call it a chair’ (ibid., p. 35). In line with
this weaker understanding of the role of criteria in the project of explaining our
agreement in language, we could say that criteria both are and are not created by
our inquiries into the justification of our claims. The process of justification creates
them, since here it makes sense to think about our language use in terms of rules,
etc.; and ‘criteria’ are an artifact of this way of thinking. Within this conceptual
framework, ‘criteria’ have to be understood as guarding competent language use
prior to and different from both our actual linguistic performances and our inquiries
into these performances.

Rules and attunement Mulhall’s weaker explanation depends, however, on the
idea that normativity in our language use is best understood in terms of rules.
Discussing the systematic issues involved in the controversy between Affeldt and
Mulhall, Putnam addresses this point. He asks whether it is the case that going on
without criteria ‘construed as rules which belong to a framework of rules which is
independent of the particular judgment that those rules “justify” ... is making sounds
to which no “normativity” attaches, in effect mere babble.’*

The idea that without a framework of rules that is independent of the particular
judgment they govern, our language amounts to mere babble raises the following
questions: how is it possible to project an old concept into a new situation? How
can we, for example, understand a new joke? Putnam uses this (jocular) example: a
former Catholic philosopher who recently became an atheist speaks at a conference
for Roman Catholic philosophers. He begins his paper to his colleagues (who are
aware of his defection from the Christian faith) with the following words: ‘I guess I
am the lion being thrown to the Christians.” The fact that this joke is intelligible to us
(provided that we know something about ancient Roman gladiatorial games) betrays
what Cavell calls the systematicity of language. The listeners are capable of making
the appropriate connections and regard this joke overwhelmingly as funny. Putnam
concludes that ‘there are appropriate and inappropriate ways to understand this joke
(which is surely normative). But rules? Come on!’*

28 Putnam, ‘Rules, Attunements, and “Applying Words to the World,”” p. 13.
29 Ibid. pp. 19, 23.
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Background knowledge, connections and no rules Our capacity to understand a
word, a joke, or a story, depends on our drawing the right connections, on using
appropriate background knowledge, and on supplying the right (or right amount of)
information. An observation from Umberto Eco’s Six Walks in the Fictional Woods
may illustrate this point:

Earlier ... I cited two fictional passages in which there was a horse and a carriage. The
first one, by Achille Campanile, made us laugh because the character Gedeone, asking
a coachman to come and pick him up the next day, specified that he ought to bring the
coach — as well — and by the way, ‘Don’t forget the horse!” We laughed because it seemed
obvious that the horse had to come too, even if it hadn’t been mentioned explicitly. We
encountered another coach in Sy/vie: during the night, it takes our narrator toward Loisy.
If you read the pages where that journey is described ... you will see that the horse is never
mentioned. So maybe that horse doesn’t exist in Sylvie, since it doesn’t appear in the text?
Yet it does exist. While reading, you imagine it trotting through the night, imparting a
bumping movement to the carriage, and it is under the physical influence of those soft
bumps that the narrator, as if listening to a lullaby, begins once more to dream.*

Asreaders we have to know a great deal about the actual world, in this case information
about carriages and horses in late nineteenth—century France. Furthermore, we have
to be capable of supplying information that the story does not explicitly tell us; and
we have to know what to fill in, and when to stop, which connections not to draw
and which questions not to ask.

Background knowledge is also one of the central problems in all attempts to
formalize inductions. Putnam considers the following case of conflicting inductions.’!
As far as we know, no one who has ever entered Harvard’s Emerson Hall has been
able to speak Inuit. This could suggest the following inductive inference: (I1) ‘If x
is a person who enters Emerson Hall, then x will be a person who does not speak
Inuit.” According to this inference, it would be reasonable to predict the following:
(P1) “‘Any Eskimo who sets foot in Emerson Hall will no longer be able to speak his
native language.” Obviously, only very few people would be willing to subscribe to
this prediction. But why?

A Goodmanian answer would be that (P1) conflicts with the unspoken induction
(I2) ‘people do not lose their ability to speak a language simply by entering a building.’
(I2), however, is ‘better entrenched’ than (I1), meaning it has a broader variety and
bigger number of confirming instances. Yet as Putnam observes, ‘how am I supposed
to know that this law does have more confirming instances than the regularity that no
one who enters Emerson Hall speaks Inuit? Background knowledge again?’* Further,
it is not altogether clear that the knowledge that one does not lose one’s language by
entering a building, is really best understood as the outcome of an induction. Putnam
conjectures, ‘perhaps it is something we have an innate propensity to believe or, if

30 Umberto Eco, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1994), p. 83.

31 Hilary Putnam, ‘Much Ado About Not Very Much’ in Daedalus, 117 (1998): 269-71.

32 Hilary Putnam, Renewing Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1992), p. 12.
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that seems unreasonable, something that we have an innate propensity to conclude
on the basis of only a little experience.’*

Let us recall here what Cavell’s describes as our ‘attunement.” The fact that we
would not consider it reasonable to place a bet based on (P1), the fact that we chose
something like (I12) — be it gained inductively or not—over (I1), shows our attunement.
I would not quite know what to say to someone who is genuinely worried for a poor
Eskimo visitor to Emerson Hall. I would not know how to understand his worry, how
to respond to it. I would not be sure whether he and I live in the same world. We go
on adjudicating in cases of conflicting inductions without a framework of rules that
decides for us which induction to follow. Does this mean that what we do amounts
to mere babble, as the ‘orthodox’ position seems to imply?

Our capacity to negotiate background knowledge and inductive predictions cannot
quite be presented in terms of rules. This point becomes even more apparent if we
look at situations when new theories suggest that we should give up well-entrenched
convictions. An example that Putnam uses is the idea of ‘absolute simultaneity’ in
the case of Einstein’s theory of special relativity. If special relativity is correct, then
there are quite a few cases in which there is not a fact as to whether a given event
x happened before, after or simultaneously with another different event y. In his
‘Beyond Fact/Value Dichotomy’ Putnam writes,

W.V. Quine has pointed out that the idea that science proceeds by anything like a formal
syntactic method is a myth. When theory conflicts with what is taken to be fact, we
sometimes give up the theory and sometimes give up the ‘fact’ .3

In cases where theories conflict, the decision of which theory to choose and which to
forgo cannot always be made on the basis of observable facts. Rather, considerations
like ‘simplicity’ or ‘conservatism’ come into play. We choose the theory that is
simpler or the one that allows us to preserve more of what we consider indispensable
in the totality of our theoretical edifices. However, if simplicity or conservatism,
data or theories ‘tug in opposite directions, trade-offs must be made, and there is no
Jormal rule or method for making such trade-offs.”* (Italics added.)
As Cavell writes in The Claim of Reason:

33 Ibid., p. 12. Talk of ‘innate propensities’ could suggest that our propensity to form
beliefs ‘might be determined by rules that are innate in the human brain,” a suggestion that
Noam Chomsky made in conversation with Putnam at one point. However, as Putnam showed
using Godel’s incompleteness theorems, ‘if what is rational and not-rational to believe is
determined by a recursive procedure that is specified in our ideal competence description D,
then it could never be rational to believe that D is our ideal competence description’ (Hilary
Putnam, ‘Functionalism, Cognitive Science or Science Fiction?,” in David Martel Johnson
and Christina E. Ermeling (eds), The Future of the Cognitive Revolution (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997), pp. 32—44, p. 39). In short, if Chomsky is right, then we can never
know that he is right. Despite their claim to clarity, references to innate conceptual abilities
remain difficult to understand. Again, to think about our linguistic capacities in terms of rules
and system of rules does not prove to be perspicuous.

34 Hilary Putnam, ‘Beyond the Fact/Value Dichotomy,” in James Conalt (ed.), Realism
with a Human Face (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990), pp. 13541, p. 137.

35 Putnam, ‘Beyond the Fact/Value Dichotomy,’ p. 138.
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Only a master of the science can accept a revolutionary change as a natural extension of
that science, and that he accepts it, or proposes it, in order to maintain touch with the idea
of that science, with its internal canons of comprehensibility and comprehensiveness, as
if against the vision that under altered circumstances the normal progress of explanation
and exception no longer seem to him to be science. [CR, p. 121]

What connects these cases of understanding a joke, of conflicting inductions, of
appealing to background knowledge, or of deciding between new theories and
traditional convictions? In each of them we encounter a new inflection of the
meaning of a word, an unforeseen context, or a new development of ideas. In short,
in these cases we see that enacting the creativity and openness of language is an
indispensable feature for our dealings with the world and with one another. ‘Our
going on’ in each of these cases is comprehensible and can be deemed rational even
though ‘how we go on’ is not based on an established system of rules.

Truth-evaluative context Our capacity to navigate this openness of our language is
indispensable for language-use. Looking up the meaning of our words in a dictionary
(imaginary or concrete) does not suffice to determine what Putnam calls ‘the truth-
evaluable content they have in particular contexts.”*® Take the sentence ‘There is a
lot of coffee on the table.” Even if [ know the words ‘coffee,” ‘table,” and ‘a lot of,’
and even if | know the procedures of linguistic predication, there are many possible
contexts for which to evaluate the truth of this sentence. (1) ‘“There is a lot of coffee
on the table; please help yourself to a cup.” (2) “There is a lot of coffee on the table;
please wipe it up for me.” (3) “There is a lot of coffee on the table; please help
yourself to a bag of beans, which we couldn’t sell,’ etc.

In order to understand and evaluate a sentence such as ‘there is a lot of coffee
on the table’ we have to be able to pick out or imagine the right context. One might
say that in the coffee-case the concrete circumstances already determine which one
of the possible understandings to pick. If there are coffee-bags on the table I will
pick (3) and if I see that there is coffee spilled on the table I will pick (2). Everything
being equal, one might object, there is only one possible interpretation. The problem
with this objection is that what counts as a relevant condition for ‘everything to be
equal’ will itself be a question of context. Hardly anything is ever equal and we have
to select those facts of the matter that we consider to be relevantly equal. Our ability
to pick out the very context that a speaker wishes to address, to imagine a story (or to
be intentionally misled by one) again bespeaks our mutual attunement:

Language could not function as it does without a mutual and common agreement about
what is being named or pointed to. And this depends on our sharing a sense of what is
remarkable, or on our attention being drawn in similar directions by similar occurrences;
depends upon these in as ultimate a way as it depends on our having similar capacities
of sense and action. And it depends upon a sense of what claim will have point in certain
contexts, and a knowledge of what the point is. [CR, p. 211]

36 Putnam, ‘Rules, Attunements, and “Applying Words to the World”,” p. 25.
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Going on, and initiation

This openness and flexibility of our language use is central to Cavell’s Wittgensteinian
vision of language. Cavell writes:

If what can be said in a language is not everywhere determined by rules, nor its
understanding anywhere secured through universals, and if there are always new contexts
to be met, new needs, new relationships, new objects, new perceptions to be recorded and
shared, then perhaps it is as true of a master of a language as of his apprentice that though
‘in a sense’ we learn the meaning of words and what objects are, the learning is never over,
and we keep finding new potencies in words and new ways in which objects are disclosed.
The ‘routes of initiation” are never closed. [CR, p. 180]

Let me highlight Cavell’s use of ‘everywhere’ and ‘anywhere’ in the opening
sentence of this quote. Cavell is aware that there may well be contexts, or situations,
in which what we mean is determined by rules, where it may make sense to represent
linguistic normativity in terms of rules. We can recall here that the issue was not
whether some of our talk involves criteria understood as rules, but whether al/ of our
language use is perspicuously understood in this way. Deciding whether a particular
antique is a Louis X VI chair comes to mind as an instance where our criteria function
like a rule book — or instructions for how to diagnose whether this specimen here is
indeed a liver-cell ( ‘First you have to look at the boundaries, then you will search for
..."). Somewhere, in some of the ways how we use language, rules determine what
can be said, somewhere but not everywhere. Yet, nowhere can universals secure
understanding of what we say or someone else says to us.

Consider, for example, my describing a bean-bag chair as ‘a chair.” I can explain,
if necessary, how I project the word ‘chair’ from one context to the one where we
are now dealing with something that looks like a bean-bag and that strikes me as
something like a chair. ‘Look, this is how I can sit in it; this is how it supports my
lower-back; this is how I can lounge in it; and I can even try to change a light-bulb
standing on it. Well, I can #ry.” Explanations like these are all that could be known
about a word; and reference to a universal would not contribute to this knowledge.
Such references would not even represent what we know about beanbags and
chairs.

In fact, our ordinary knowledge of deciding what things have in common or
what words have in common becomes invisible if we think in terms of universals.
We know that words have commonalities and that what counts as having something
common is not decidable in abstract. Whether I see a commonality between the
words ‘I” and ‘eye’ will depend on, for example, whether I have read James Joyce or
whether [ am in a certain mood. There is no one single way of drawing connections
and of seeing commonalities. Words do not have rigid limits that would confine
them to only one context or one set of instances of use. Rather, what we find is ‘a
complicated network of similarities overlapping and crisscrossing: sometimes overall
similarities, sometimes similarities of detail ... I can think of no better expression to
characterize these similarities than “family resemblance” (§ 66, 67)’ (CR, p. 187).

To learn a language means, in this picture, to become proficient in navigating
networks of similarities, of being able to follow the various and ever-changing
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connections. Language-acquisition is therefore not a matter of acquiring proficiency
in applying a framework of rules from which we can deduce the meaning of a word.

Let us recall what Cavell writes on criteria and how they normally insure the
existence of the objects about which we are talking. Cavell concluded

... that normally the presence of criteria (the fact that we say, truly, ‘that is what we call
“suppressing anger””) will insure the existence of its object (he is there feeling angry), but
not inevitably (deductively?), and suggested that this meant not that normally (usually) a
statement made on the basis of a criterion is true, but that it is true of the normal inhabitants
of our world, of anything we recognize as part of our world. [CR, p. 168]

The ability to learn words and their connections is part of being initiated as a member
of the group of ‘normal’ inhabitants of the world. For the child who learns the word
‘kitty’ this word may be related to furry objects, a cat, and a smiling father (the child
says ‘kitty’ and the father smiles). The child is not (yet) making the connections and
contrasts that we make in our world. ‘Kittens’ do not exist in her world as they do in
ours (CR, p. 172):

When you say ‘That is a pumpkin’ we can comfortably say that the child learns what the
word ‘pumpkin’ means and what a pumpkin is. There may still be something different
about the pumpkins in his world; they may, for example, have some unknown relation to
pumps (the contrivance or the kind of shoe) and some intimate association with Mr. Popkin
(who lives next door), since he obviously has the same name as they do. [CR, pp. 176-7]

Learning to draw the right connections or making the right associations involves
more than acquiring the right information. Learning the word ‘father’ implies
understanding what it means to be a father in our world and learning the word ‘man’
implies understanding what it means to be a man in our given world. In learning a
language we do not learn labels and objects and ways of connecting both, rather we
learn the ‘form of life’ that is attached to these words and that ‘make those sounds
the words they are’ (ibid.):

Instead, then, of saying either that we tell beginners what words mean, or that we teach
them what objects are, I will say: We initiate them, into the relevant forms of life held
in language and gathered around the objects and persons of our world. For that to be
possible we must make ourselves exemplary and take responsibility for that assumption
of authority; and the initiate must be able to follow us, in however rudimentary a way,
naturally (look where our finger points, laugh at what we laugh at, comfort what we
comfort ...); and he must want to follow us (care about our approval, like a smile better
than a frown...). ‘Teaching” here would mean something like ‘showing them what we say
and do’, and ‘accepting what they say and do as what we say and do’, etc.; and this will
be more than we know, or can say. [CR, p. 178]

Let me reconnect these remarks with Cavell’s observation that given the need for
new projections into new circumstances the ‘routes to initiation are never closed.” A
new joke, a different play of words, or a new theory, for example, is like an invitation
to follow my words. More precisely these are invitations to ‘accept what I say and do’
as a natural continuation of that ‘what we all say and do.” And not all continuations
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are acceptable; some are forced and some are outrageous. You can feed a meter and
feed a monkey, but you cannot force quarters into the monkey’s mouth and expect
to satisfy its hunger (cf. CR, p. 183). What we call feeding depends on what can be
accepted or refused as food, and that depends on what it means to eat.

Cavell writes: ‘an object or activity or event onto or into which a concept is
projected, must invite or allow that projection’; and whether the projection is allowed
or invited is as easy to decide as whether this or that thing can be a shoe (CR, p. 183).
If we fail to see that this is a shoe we fail to see how one could wear this, walk on
this, etc. In order to make our projection plausible we must explain what we are
doing. The child must see, for example, how these few strokes are a house (this is
the door, this is the window, and there is the chimney with smoke coming out of
it). In a similar way we must be able to see how something is a shoe or anger or
reference (cf. CR, p. 184). It is clear that these explanations will work only within the
context of language. Cavell reminds us of Wittgenstein’s observation that ‘in giving
explanations I already have to use language full blown ... this by itself shows that I
can adduce only exterior facts about language’ (P/, § 129).%"

Mulhall could and does agree with the latter reference to our forms of life. The
point of contestation however is the degree to which these forms of life are themselves
codified and how they constitute the background for linguistic normativity.

The process of assessing what could count as natural projection will vary
from context to context. There is no one single standard or set of standards of
naturalness: ‘But to know how to speak is to know what kinds of consideration are
and are not pertinent to the justification and criticism of a given word’s projections’
(Mulhall, ‘Inner Constancy, Outer Variation,” p. 11). This ability to select pertinent
considerations in turn depends on a ‘shared acknowledgement of the canons and
procedures that control or limit what might competently be offered as a relevant
ground for defence and criticism’ (ibid.). Making reference to shared sets of canons
and procedures is problematic to the degree that it seems to paint a picture of stability.
The fact that the forms of our lives and the canonical structures of plausibility
themselves develop as we speak remains unseen.

Free-jazz improvisation, rather than classical variation on a theme, may serve
as the most apt representation of ‘our going on in language.” We cannot predict
on the basis of the constraints of a genre or the rules of modulation what counts
as an appropriate move (in tonality, timbre, or key). Rather, appropriateness (or
inappropriateness) reveals itself in the act of improvising and in the audience’s
reaction. Their willingness to follow and to accept an unexpected move, to
appreciate the outrageous as novel, etc., will establish what can count as ‘in line’
with the canonical. Accordingly, both the improvisatory and its reception establish
the outlines of the canonical. This relates back to Cavell’s insistence that we cannot

37 When I give directions I can say ‘use this road and not that one’ but I cannot give you
an explanation of what directions are. ‘I cannot say what following a rule tiberhaupt, nor say
how to obey a rule in a way which doesn’t presuppose that you already know what it is to
follow them’ (CR, p. 184).
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make the pupil follow our example. At one point the student has to go on alone.*
Consequently, the student has to bring his own subjectivity into the process of
following what ‘we are doing.” In presenting a piece of language as normative or
in playing a tune, on the other hand, ‘we’ are dependent on the subjectivity of the
listener.*

What is remarkable about our use of language is how easily we can and do follow
naturally the invitations expressed in new stories, in new jokes, etc. This speaks to
the fact how much we are in tune with each other. What is worrisome (and should
be, according to Cavell), is that any such invitation to follow can be refused. At
times some projections that seem natural to us are utterly outrageous to others. In
these situations our lack of attunement is troubling, says Cavell: ‘We begin to feel,
or ought to, terrified that maybe language (and understanding, and knowledge) rests
upon very shaky foundations — a thin net over an abyss’ (CR, p. 178). This feeling of
terror is all the more reason to follow Mulhall’s advice and to inquire more deeply
into how linguistic normativity is established and threatened.

Understanding the words of the skeptic

The skeptic s context is a non-claim context At this point we can see clearer which
linguistic strategies the skeptic employs in order to express his worry. The skeptic
is not interested in going over a situation so that he can find the specific context that
would allow us to evaluate the truth of a given statement. In the skeptic’s imagination,
what is at stake is not this or that particular claim to knowledge but our capacity to
know anything at all. Particular agreements in judgment are not the issue but the
question of how our agreement in judgments can be possible at all.

In ‘Skepticism, Stroud and the Contextuality of Knowledge,” Putnam discusses
the following example: imagine that Hilary Putnam is sitting alone in his office and
someone telephones asking ‘What are you doing now?’ Putnam might answer, ‘I am
working.” Now, if

the person were to ask, ‘How do you know?’ I would be nonplused. I am, unquestionably,
in a position to say what I am doing: I am working on the computer. But that does not
mean that I can intelligibly say that ‘I know I am working on the computer,” when the
question does not even arise. In Cavell’s terms, ‘I am working on the computer’ is not a
claim, and defending it, justifying it, etc., are demands that do not arise any more than the
question ‘how do you know?” arises.*’

38 Mulhall showed that this was central for Cavell’s rejection of Kripke’s interpretation of
rule following. (Mulhall, ‘Stanley Cavell’s Vision of the Normativity of Language,’ p. 101f.).

39 Something similar underlies the familiarity ‘if not virtual identity, between the logic
of aesthetic claiming (the logic appropriate to our claims, evaluative and interpretive, about
works of art, and by extension, the logic of those works, their claiming) and the /ogic peculiar
to ordinary language philosophy (“what we say when” and “what we means when we say it”)’;
J.M. Bernstein, ‘Aesthetics, Modernism, Literature: Cavell’s Transformations of Philosophy,’
in Richard Eldridge (ed.), Stanley Cavell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp.
107-42, p. 107.

40 Putnam, ‘Skepticism, Stroud and the Contextuality of Knowledge,’ p. 2.
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A statement like ‘I am working on the computer’ (or ‘I have five fingers’) can only
be considered a claim if we can conceive of a way in which Putnam might not have
known that he is working on the computer (or why I should not know that I have
five fingers) (cf. CR, p. 210). The point of claiming or asserting these things has to
be made clear. It is part of the grammar of ‘knowing x’ that we can imagine what it
would be not to know x. There has to be some point in saying, for example, ‘I know
that there is a green jar of pencils on the desk’ (cf. CR, p. 215):

We can easily imagine circumstances in which it would make sense to say it. (Cf.
Investigations, §278.) It does not mean that apart from those circumstances it makes
(clear) sense. The point is not that you sometimes cannot say (or think) what is the case,
but that to say (or think) something is the case you must say or think it, and ‘saying that’ (or
‘thinking that’) has its conditions. The philosopher feels that he must say and think beyond
these conditions; he wants to speak without the commitments speech exacts. [CR, p. 215]

Outside of concrete circumstances, the philosopher’s words gesture to some
nebulous (unclear) meaning. The words he uses have some potential to make sense.
We have some inkling as to where to look for sense when we try to understand the
philosopher (for example, the dictionary meaning of the string of words he uses or in
Putnam’s words ‘what a competent speaker knows prior to encountering a particular
context’).*! It is important, however, not to overlook that without context the words
‘there is a green jar of pencils on the desk’ mean nothing. The words cannot do the
work (cannot take the responsibility) for claiming something and meaning something.
Unless the philosophers don’t claim something, ‘they mean nothing’ and their words
do not mean anything at all (CR, p. 210). In order for the words to mean something,
1 — the speaker — have to mean something with them.* Without being employed in
a concrete context, or without being put to the work of meaning something by a
speaker, words are not working. We can recall here Wittgenstein’s metaphor that in
cases where we speak outside of language games, our language is ‘not working’ (P/,
§ 132). Our language is ‘on vacation’ (PI, § 38).%

41 Ibid.

42 As James Conant shows, this point is overlooked by both Michael Williams and Marie
McGinn in their interpretations of Cavell’s non-claim argument (James Conant, ‘Stanley
Cavell’s Wittgenstein,” Deutsche Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie, 46 (1998): 237-50, p. 243ff.).
According to Williams, the skeptic’s proposition can have semantic content, but it is difficult
to find a context in which we could use this semantic content. The idea is that somehow there is
a store of possible meanings that only wait for their employment in the right context (Michael
Williams, Unnatural Doubts, Epistemological Realism and the Basis of Skepticism (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 151f.). McGinn reads Grice’s distinction between linguistic
meaning and speaker meaning into Cavell’s work, and introduces a distinction between a lack
of meaning of a proposition and a problem in understanding a speaker (Marie McGinn, Sense
and Certainty. A Dissolution of Skepticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 85f.).
For the differences between Grice and Wittgenstein see: Charles Travis, ‘Annals of Analysis,’
Mind, Vol. C (April 1991): 237-64.

43 ‘Denn die philosophischen Probleme entstehen, wenn die Sprache feiert.” The German
word ‘feiern’ is an allusion to ‘Feiertag’ (holiday as opposed to work day). When our language
is on vacation, not working, and idling around then our philosophical problems arise.
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An important point of Cavell’s discussion of the philosopher’s non-claim is a
distinction between Austin’s examples, where we imagine a context in which a claim
could have been made and the traditional analytic philosopher’s examples where we
imagine that a claim had been made:

The significance of this difference is this: If the epistemologist were not imagining a claim
to have been made, his procedure would be as out of the ordinary as the ordinary language
philosopher finds it to be. But, on the other hand, if he were investigating a claim of the
sort the coherence of his procedure requires (or going over in imagination a context in
which a concrete claim has in fact been made) then his conclusion would not have the
generality it seems to have. [CR, p. 218]

When a philosopher invites us to imagine that we ‘look at an envelope’ he is not
interested in a particular case where we could or could not ascertain that this is an
envelope. For the skeptic nothing could be gained from failure of knowledge in
a particular instance. Rather, the force of the example depends on a move away
from any context where we would be in a position to assess a claim like ‘this is an
envelope.” The philosopher’s envelope is a generic object. What sense, however,
can the philosopher give to the words ‘the back of the envelope’ in the case of an
unmarked generic object — outside, as it were, of a concrete context and an imagined
or real location in space and time? (Cf. CR, p. 223.)

The philosopher can only mean what he wants to mean if, at one and the same
time, he imagines and does not imagine a concrete context for his examples. Cavell
writes that the

... “dilemma” the traditional investigation of knowledge is involved in may now be
formulated this way: It must be the investigation of a concrete claim if its procedure is to
be coherent. Likewise, it cannot be the investigation of a concrete claim if its conclusion
is to be general. Without that coherence it would not have the obviousness it has seemed
to have; without that generality its conclusions would not be skeptical.’[CR, p. 220]

But what motivates the philosopher to embark on this kind of inquiry? How can the
philosopher think that he is making ‘an actual claim’? (CR, p. 222.)

The philosopher craves totality The skeptic does not arrive at his conclusion that
we always fail to know by generalizing on the basis of an imagined failure of one
imagined claim. Rather, this transition to the skeptical conclusion takes on the form
of a projection that is, as Cavell notes, quick and almost precipitous. The philosopher
projects the use of the phrase ‘to know’ from a more or less specific context into one
that is neither concretely defined nor definable. Cavell’s observations showed that
this projection is not and ‘cannot be made fully natural (= projected with a clear
sense)’ (CR, p. 223). In short, the philosopher’s words don’t mean what they are
supposed to mean.

As we have already seen, what can count as a natural projection is not settled
by rules. We have to base our assessment of this question solely on ‘our confirmed
capacity to speak to one another’ (CR, p. 192). We have to show how the new context
invites the use of an expression or how this new use of a concept is an instance of the
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old use (cf. CR, p. 192). In the skeptic’s case, the philosopher projects the phrase ‘do
you see all of it” into a context where this question loses any clear meaning.* In this
sense, the philosopher’s projection is not fully natural.

To take a statement to be competently made is to provide for it a context (‘fix reality’ if
necessary) in which it would make good sense (nof be ‘0dd’) to say it. The philosopher’s
progress then appears to be this: first to deprive a statement of such context, then to fix
reality, or construct a theory, which provides this sense another way. And the question I
have constantly pushed at us is: “Why? Why does only Ais way satisfy him?’ [CR, p. 212]

The problem for the philosopher is that /e thinks that his projection is natural: it
seems obvious to him. Moreover, there is a moment of force; the philosopher is
forced to focus on generic objects as examples (CR, p. 218). Earlier on in The Claim
of Reason, Cavell had pointed out that the philosopher’s question

... 1s aresponse to, or expression of, a real experience which takes hold of human beings. It
is not ‘natural’ in the sense I have already found in the claims to ‘reasonableness’: it is not
a response to questions raised in ordinary practical contexts, framed in language which
any master of a language will accept as ordinary. But it is, as I might put it, a response
which expresses a natural experience of a creature complicated or burdened enough to
possess language at all. [CR, p. 140]

What kind of experience is Cavell talking about, and how is this experience connected
to our having language? Reflecting on the picture that the skeptic’s inquiry produces
(in which his words fail to mean what he should want them to mean) can help us to
further address these questions.

Isolation and sovereignty The skeptic treats his relationship with the world like a
relationship of knowledge of objects, and in so doing he assumes a position outside
of the word. Cavell writes that the skeptic deals with the world as if it were like a
giant ‘tomato’ (CR, p. 237) or the dark side of the moon (CR, p. 202). To imagine my
relationship with the world as one of pure knowing places me outside of the world.

44 It is important to note that the philosopher’s questions cannot be meaningful, because
they are uttered in a non-claim context. In this sense they are different from what Wittgenstein
calls in On Certainty fixed propositions (starre Sctze): Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty
(Uber Gewissheit) G.E.M. Anscomb and G.H. von Wright (eds), trans. Denis Paul and G.E.M.
Anscombe (New York: Harper, 1969). These are sentences that we do not in fact subject to
a procedure of verification. They are beyond doubt since to doubt them or to verify them
would be without any consequence (On Certainty, p. 117). One of the examples for such an
indubitable (and hence according to Wittgenstein) unknowable sentence is ‘I was never on
the moon’ (p. 118). ““Ich weiss, daf ich nie auf dem Mond war.” — Dies klingt ganz anders
unter den tatsdchlichen Umstinden, als es klinge, wenn manche Menschen auf dem Mond
gewesen wiren und vielleicht mancher, ohne es selbst zu wissen. In diesem Falle konnte man
Griinde fiir dieses Wissen angeben’ (p. 118). In 1951 the statement ‘I was never on the moon’
is beyond doubt. To negate it would amount to nothing. I would not know what such a doubt
would mean. In 1999 the situation has changed. We can now tell a story in which doubting
this sentence could make sense. The question ‘do you see all of the envelope?” in a non-claim
context, however, can never be answered.
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The focus on knowledge implies further that the skeptic imagines as eternally fixed
both the outside standpoint from which he gazes at the world and the world itself.
In the skeptic’s picture, I am not allowed to walk around the proverbial envelope if
asked ‘but can you see the back half of it.” We cannot walk around a generic object;
that is why we can never see the back half of it. We are supposed to fix our longing
gaze onto the ‘world’ — and yet it remains elusive, like the dark side of the moon:

All of existence is squeezed into the philosopher’s tomato when he rolls it towards his
overwhelming question. The experience is one I might now describe as one of looking at
the world as though it were another object, on a par with particular envelopes, tomatoes,
pieces of wax, bells, tables, etc. If this is craven [sic!], it is a craving not for generality (if
that means for generalization) but for fotality. It is an expression of what I mean when [
said that we want to know the world as we imagine God knows it. And that will be as easy
to rid us of as it is to rid us of the prideful craving to be God — I mean to rid us of it, not to
replace it with a despair at our finitude. (I do not necessarily deny that earth is an object,
and has objects on it. The world does not have objects on it). [CR, p. 236f.]

Let me flag that the task is not to ‘replace’ this craving for the imagined God’s-eye
point of view but to ‘rid’ us of it. This reminds me of Wittgenstein’s remark that his
philosophy destroys ‘Lufischlosser,” a word that literally means ‘palaces made out
of air’:

Where does our investigation gets its importance from, since it seems only to destroy
everything interesting, that is, all that is great and important? ... What we are destroying is
nothing but houses of cards [Luftschlgsser] and we are clearing up the ground of language
on which they stand. (PI, p. 118)*

The skeptic’s words are meaningless: there is no context that could help us understand
and evaluate them. His philosophical position amounts to nothing. As Putnam’s
critique of Stroud showed, it is not the case that the ordinary word ‘to know’ falls
short of what we should reasonably expect. Nothing is destroyed but imagined
structures. This is why Anscombe’s rendering of Luftschldsser as ‘houses of cards’
strikes me as somewhat unfortunate. Houses of cards are unstable playthings, and
not real houses — yet they could (if big enough) provide some shelter (think of
houses made of cardboard). Luftschldsser however are pure products of imagination
— as is the shelter they can provide. Nothing is lost because nothing was there in the
first place.

Yet, whence the sense of eviction, if this is the case? To answer this question let us
take a closer look at how the knowing subject positions himself vis-a-vis the world.
The philosopher’s imagination expresses simultaneously a vision of penetrating
potency and of isolated impotence. To think of the world as a suitable object of
intellectual desire, something readily available for epistemic comprehension,
envisions the knowing subject as one who is (ideally) mastering its object. In this
master-vision of the epistemic subject, the epistemic ideal has to be total epistemic
access, and access to totality. I have to know ‘all of it” under ‘all circumstances.’
The epistemic ideal is not a description that is the sum of all perspectives. This ideal

45 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, p. 48e.



38 Beyond the Philosopher’s Fear

is more like Bernard Williams’ ‘absolute conception of the world,’ that is, a total
description beyond any perspective which explains the possibility of all possible
perspectival descriptions.

Yet, at the same time, the epistemic subject is construed as impotent vis-a-vis the
world because the knowing subject’s position is eternally fixed as one of separation.
I am isolated from the world. The same distance that makes possible the vision of
mastering the totality of the world engenders the fearful suspicion that the object of
my intellectual desire is perpetually removed from my grasp.

The philosopher finds himself in a position of idealized sovereignty and of
threatening isolation. We may recall here that Cavell described the skeptic’s
experience as one of being ‘sealed off from the world’ (CR, p. 144). In this frame of
mind it appears to be natural for the skeptic to use a generic object as best example
for our epistemic desires and failures (together with the right stage directions, tone
of voice: I am sitting here at the fire ...).

The dialectic of isolation and idealization of sovereignty is one feature of this
state of mind. Another feature is the evasion of responsibility. In the words of Cavell,
we try to get the world to provide answers in a way that is

... independent of our responsibility for c/aiming something to be so (to get God to tell us
what we must do in a way which is independent of our responsibility for choice); and we
fix the world so that it can do this. We construct ‘parts’ of objects which have no parts;
‘senses’ which have no guiding function; become obsessed with how we can know ‘the
pain itself” in a context in which the question “Why do you think his expression of pain
gives a false picture of it’ has no answer (e.g., ‘You’re responding more in fear of the
machine than to the pain, the pain itself isn’t so bad ...”); convince ourselves that what we
call something does not tell us what it is in a context in which the question ‘What would
you call it?” or “What else might it be?” have no answers (e.g., “You call it peace, but it
is a desert,” “You call it sacrifice, but it is murder.’). And we take it that what we have
fixed or constructed to be discoveries about the world, and take this fixation to reveal the
human condition rather than our escape or denial of this condition through the rejection of
the human conditions of knowledge and action and the substitution of fantasy. Why this
happens, how this happens, how it is so much as possible for this to happen, why it leads
to the conclusions it does, are further questions — questions not answered by claiming,
for example, that we have ‘changed the meanings of our words’, ‘been inattentive to the
ordinary meanings,’ ‘misused our language.’ [CR, p. 216]



Chapter 3

Cavell on Possessing Language
What Makes the Skeptical Worry Unavoidable?

The Skeptic’s Humanity

Understanding the world of the skeptic

In the previous chapter we discussed the linguistic strategies that skeptics employ
to express their worries. There, our inquiry examined how language makes these
strategies possible, how these strategies fail, and how the skeptic thinks he means
something when in fact his words remain meaningless for us. In light of this, we still
are left with the problem of how to understand the skeptic. What does it mean to be
troubled by the skeptical question?

In this chapter we will explore seven distinct claims that will help demonstrate
how Cavell envisions the skeptical worry as expressing human worry. (1) There is no
inner life without language. (2) There is no language without community. (3) There
is no language without individual authorship and imagination. (4). There is no inner
life without community. (5) There is no community without individual authorship.
(6) Whether I find myself in community with another is not secured a priori by
rules; (7) In the expression of my inner life I expose myselfto a community and their
acknowledgment or avoidance or rejection.

As we will also see, Cavell’s project of understanding the skeptical worry as a
human worry (as one that ‘we’ can share) sets the stage for a reflection on gender.
To which degree is this ‘human’ worry in fact a masculine worry? Cavell’s reading
of King Lear and of Othello as prime examples of the skeptical worry, reveals the
entanglement of the skeptical project with a violent male fear of ‘being known,” and
of ‘being passive,’ the fear, that is, of feminization. The more deeply we engage
Cavell’s reading of skepticism the more pressing these issues become.

I will devote the next chapter to an in-depth reading of Cavell’s symbolism of
gender. Here I will ask to what extent the skeptic’s fear of the feminine is in fact a
fetishization of woman and, by extension, of his own masculinity. In other words, the
focus on ‘woman’ (and on gender) serves to negate a trauma in need of mourning,
a trauma that is not centered on the absence of the feminine (or not centered around
the terms of gender). Thus, the question of gender (the exclusion of woman, and ‘the
feminine’) needs to be decentered so that the original trauma can be worked through.
This work of ‘decentering’ is not meant to belittle or erase the violence done to real
women through the process of symbolic rejection of ‘the feminine’ in the skeptical
complex. Rather, as I will argue, this gendered violence is the result of a prior trauma
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that needs mourning not in the idiom of gender but in the religious idioms of ‘origin’
and ‘becoming.’

Instead of solving the skeptical problem, the previous chapter only deepened it.
A first answer to the skeptic could be that it is not quite reasonable to assume that
our ‘language contain[s] a term for “knowing” in a sense in which it is an obvious
logical truth that we have no empirical knowledge,” as Putnam writes. But are we
not then left with the disturbing observation, that — pace Putnam — for the skeptic it
is apparently reasonable to assume such a lack of knowledge?"

Here is the skeptic, a master of language, who is deeply troubled by something
that he apparently fails to express in a way that makes sense. I cannot understand
him. He is neither willful nor difficult (no more than anybody would be who feels
that he is not understood in his travails). Here is a man who sincerely thinks he
makes sense, when he is in fact not quite reasonable. We are left in a certain impasse;
the skeptic is unable to make his point and we cannot quite follow his line of thought.
As Cavell observes, ‘a question about the skeptic’s claim comes to the fore. If his
question strikes us as insane, how do we come to take him as representatively human,
no different from us — come to see that the matter is not one of accommodating
ourselves merely to him (or of not)’ (CHU, p. 86)?*

This brings to mind Wittgenstein’s remark that

One human being can be a complete enigma to another. We learn this when we come into
a strange country with entirely strange traditions; and, what is more, even given mastery
of the country’s language. We do not understand the people ... We cannot find our feet
with them.?

Cavell comments on this passage, observing that it might be the case that the others
do not speak as I do, perhaps because, ‘the most common concept is not used by us
in the same way.’* Recall now what Cavell wrote about the child who learns the word
‘pumpkin’: ‘There may still be something different about the pumpkins in his world,

1 Hilary Putnam, ‘Skepticism, Stroud and the Contextuality of Knowledge,’ p. 16.

2 Stanley Cavell, ‘The Argument of the Ordinary. Scenes of Instruction in Wittgenstein
and Kripke,” in Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome. The Constitution of
Emersonian Perfectionism (Chicago IL: University of Chicago Press, 1990), pp. 64—100.
Henceforth CHU.

3 (PLII,p.223) The German of this passage reads: ‘Wir sagen auch von einem Menschen,
er sei uns durchsichtig. Aber es ist fiir diese Betrachtung wichtig, da3 ein Mensch fiir einen
anderen ein volliges Ritzel sein kann. Das erfihrt man, wenn man in ein fremdes Land mit
génzlich fremden Traditionen kommt; und zwar auch dann, wenn man die Sprache des Landes
beherrscht. Man versteht die Menschen nicht. (Und nicht darum, weil man nicht weil3 was sie
zu sich selber sprechen.) Wir kénnen uns nicht in sie finden.” Cavell renders the last sentence,
as “We cannot find ourselves in them’ (Stanley Cavell, ‘The Availability of Wittgenstein’s Later
Philosophy,” in Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say? (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1969, 1998), pp. 44-72, p. 67) (henceforth MWM). This sentence is not quite idiomatic,
however. The idiom that Cavell seemed to have in mind would have been: ‘Wir kénnen uns
nicht in iinen wiederfinden.” Another possible reading would be ‘Wir kénnen uns nicht in sie
hineinfinden,” meaning we cannot quite empathize with them, we cannot inhabit their world.

4 Cavell, ‘The Availability of Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy,” in MWM p. 67.
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they may, for example, have some unknown relation to pumps (the contrivance or
the kind of shoe) and some intimate association with Mr. Popkin (who lives next
door), since he obviously has the same name as they do’ (CR, pp. 176-7, italics
added).

In order to understand the skeptic, we should come to know what it means to live
in his world, to make the connections he makes, and to see as natural the projections
that he experiences as natural. What are the connections the skeptic makes, and how
does he make them?

Understanding the skeptic's fear ~ As we have seen in the previous discussion about
the move from criteria to projection, the skeptic is right in that criteria reveal how
much our successful language-use depends on our being in attunement with each
other — on my ability and willingness to recognize what you want to say, or what
was on your mind as you were saying it. The very fact that language is not secured
by a system of rules (call them criteria), but is only functioning within a shared form
of life is itself troubling. Coupled with the realization that in order for my words to
be meaningful I have to appeal to this community, and that without my claiming my
words I mean nothing these facts engender the skeptical worry. Cavell calls this the
‘truth in skepticism’ (CR, p. 48).

For the skeptic these facts seem to prove that our language is somehow
insufficient. Criteria should do more than they ‘can do.” Somehow our knowledge
is systematically flawed because it depends on our being in attunement or on our
being and remaining in community. The skeptic, therefore, has two options: either
he resigns himself to despair (what we call knowledge is no true knowledge); or
he engages in philosophical attempts to relieve our linguistic dependency on one
another by trading it in for a dependency on some objective system of rules.

Central for the project of understanding the skeptic’s world is the fact that the
skeptic does not arrive at his devastating conclusion about our failure to know by
means of a generalization from one case to all cases. He is forced to this conclusion.
His experience leads him to it as Cavell notes. The philosophers have characterized
this as an experience of realizing that ‘my sensations may not be of the world I take
them to be of ... or that I can know only how objects appear (to us) to be, but never
what objects are like in themselves’ (CR, p. 143).

This is an experience of being shut off from the (real) world, an experience of
alienation, as if I am really dreaming while awake to other people. It is this frame of
mind, in which it becomes natural to use a generic object as an example (together
with the right stage directions, tone of voice: ‘I am sitting here at the fire ...”). It is
in this frame of mind that the failure of all knowledge, the failure of my capacity to
know in abstract, flows naturally from the perceived failure of my capacity to know
this object in this particular case: ‘The step from the conclusion about this object to
the moral about knowledge as a whole is irresistible. It is no step at all. The world
drops out’ (CR, p. 144f£.). For Cavell, the skeptical investigation of ‘our best case of
knowledge’ (namely, knowing an object in plain sight) comes ‘after the fact,” so as
to confirm ‘our worst fear for knowledge’ (CR, p. 145). It is this ‘worst fear’ that we
have to understand.
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What kind of understanding?  Cavell’s reconstruction of the skeptical worry puts us
in the presence of a human being in fear. Understanding the skeptic’s fear demands,
therefore, the labor of acknowledgment of the skeptic.

To my mind, when presented with the skeptic’s worry, we are in a situation not
quite dissimilar to being in the presence of someone in pain. If Anne tells me that she
is in pain she expects a reaction on my part. She is looking for help, deliverance, or at
least a sign of empathy. ‘I know’ can be an expression of such empathy. ‘I know what
it feels like’; ‘I see your pain, and I am pained by it. I do not evade my helplessness
and your suffering’; ‘I recognize that you are going through something that I cannot
even imagine to go through.” Likewise, if someone tells me that she has incurable
cancer she won’t wish for me to stop talking to her (because of my embarrassment
or of an irrational fear of contamination). What is at stake in these encounters is a
wish to be treated as a human being — and the acknowledgment or denial of this wish.
To be treated as a human being means concretely to be spoken to (with words and
gestures) and not to be abandoned.

These points allow me to see that the task in understanding the skeptic’s fear
is to acknowledge his being in fear in such a way that he is considered a part of a
shared community. This implies the task of acknowledging his fear as a human fear.
In the case of the cancer patient, I might say that her pain is ‘inhuman.’ But this does
not deny the fact that I consider her suffering as human. I can be moved because
her suffering reveals something about our humanity or because I realize that it is
humanly possible to suffer like her — that is, I might be afflicted in a similar way.
This is only possible if we hear the voice that expresses his fear (this particular fear)
as a human voice, as not only speaking to us but also for us.

The skeptic’s voice as human voice Cavell’s interpretation of Wittgenstein’s
philosophical method, and more specifically the role his appeal to ‘what we say’
plays, will further this line of thought:

When Wittgenstein, or at this stage any philosopher appealing to ordinary language, ‘says
what we say,” what he is producing is not a generalization ... but a (supposed) instance of
what we say. We may think of it as a sample. The introduction of the sample by the words
‘We say ..." is an invitation for you to see whether you have such a sample, or can accept
mine as a sound one. [CR, p. 19]

I want to suggest that we can consider similarly the questions that the skeptic
produces as samples. These questions are invitations to see whether we are troubled
by experiences or questions like those that give rise to, or express, the skeptic’s fear
for our knowledge. We can read, for example, Descartes ‘stage directions’ (the setting
of the scene) as invitations to see whether we can find in ourselves similar thoughts
and experiences. Do I know situations where it would be natural (or unavoidable)
to be troubled by questions like these: ‘are these human figures I see really human
beings or are they automata?’, or ‘isn’t it someone else who is speaking through
my mouth?’ As Cavell writes in ‘Knowing and Acknowledging,’ the problem ‘is to
discover the specific plight of mind and circumstance within which a human being
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gives voice to his condition. Skepticism may not be sanity, but it cannot be harder to
make sense of than insanity, nor perhaps easier, nor perhaps less revealing.’

The appeal to what is ‘ordinarily said’ expresses not an appeal to statistics about
language use. Rather this reference appeals to how or that we as human beings are
in attunement and it is an appeal to what we are troubled by and find natural to ask.
Consequently, all appeals to ordinary language rest on the authority of introspection
into our humanity. This introspection is the final authority to be had in philosophy.
Let us consider what Cavell writes about the method of philosophy:

Because the way you must rely upon yourself as a source of what is said when, demands
that you grant full title to others as sources of that data — not out of politeness, but because
the nature of the claim you make for yourself is repudiated without that acknowledgment:
it is a claim that no one knows better than you whether and when a thing is said, and if
this is not to be taken as a claim to expertise (a way of taking it which repudiates it) then
it must be understood to mean that you know no better than others what you claim to
know. With respect to the data of philosophy our positions are the same. This is scarcely a
discovery of ordinary language philosophys; it is the latest confirmation of what the oracle
said to Socrates. [MWM, pp. 239-40]

And

Philosophers from Socrates onward have ... tried to understand themselves, and have
found in that both the method and the goal of philosophizing. [MWM, p. 68]

Knowing what ‘we’ say, feel, or find outrageous, etc., leads us into an inquiry
into knowledge about ‘ourselves,” about what it means to be ‘us,” humans. More
specifically, this inquiry into our humanity leads to the question of what it means to
be — as Cavell says — ‘burdened enough to possess language at all’ (CR, p. 140). As
we will see, this burden of possessing language is not equally shared; it is deeply
gendered.

Voices, or can the skeptic speak for us? ~ Let me remind us here of how Wittgenstein
employs different ‘voices’ in the Philosophical Investigations. The voice that appears
first is the voice of temptation trying to find the essential features of language, which
make language possible. This is the voice of metaphysics speaking about (false)
necessities and producing nonsense. The second voice is the voice of correction
aimed at educating the will and the self. This voice speaks for the ordinary language
and appeals to ordinary language. These two voices, moreover, speak in different
tones and colorations — sometimes full-throated or haughty, and at other times
meditative or bemused. This interplay of differently colored voices, this ongoing
dialogue, is in Cavell’s analysis central for the style of the Investigations, which is
the style of confessions: ‘In confessing you do not explain or justify, but describe
how it is with you. And confession, unlike dogma, is not to be believed but tested,
and accepted or rejected. Nor is it the occasion for accusation, except of yourself,
and by implication those who find themselves in you’ (MWM, p. 71). Confession is

5 Cavell, ‘Knowing and Acknowledging,” in MWM, pp. 238-66, p. 241.
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the mode of writing, which is appropriate for exploring myself and describing my
temptations, giving exhortations, and working on or showing an inner change. It is a
revelatory writing-style as well as a therapeutic performance.

For Cavell it becomes important to note that both voices, that of temptation and
that of correction, are essential for Wittgenstein’s project. Both need each other.®
And it is decisive that there is no third voice to adjudicate the conflict or to end the
dialogue between them. The Investigations create a space in which both voices have
their place and in which they can work out their conflict. Let me note that ‘working
out’ does not so much imply that the conflict ends, but rather that the depth of the
questions, the human stakes, are explored (cf. CHU, p. 83):

The title [Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome] covers the conflict between ‘two
voices’ in the Investigations ... taken in conjunction with a perspective on these voices,
a perspective from which to refuse to take either of the ‘sides’ of their fixated, seesaw
conflict, a perspective I say does not present itself to me as a further voice.’

The point of this dialogue is, as Davide Sparti rightly notes, not to present two
different persons but to make us realize that both of these voices are accessible for
us. Both are part of who we are as human beings.® Cavell writes:

[Bly now it is becoming clear that each of the voices, and silences, of the /nvestigations
are the philosopher’s, call him Wittgenstein, and they are meant as ours, so that the
teacher’s and the child’s position, among others, are ours, ones | may at any time find
myself in. How else would the /nvestigations form its portrait of the human self, on a par
with Locke’s Essay, Hume’s Treatise, Kant’s Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals,
and like Plato’s and Freud’s visions, a self that incorporates selves? [CHU, p. 83]

The struggle between those voices is a ‘seesaw conflict,” which displays our permanent
quest to balance temptation and corrections. It is in order to display this quest for
balance, and to explore the temptations both from within and in contrast to the voice
of correction, that Wittgenstein gives so much room to bizarre ‘phantasies’ and fears
(for example, ‘that stones had feelings,” ‘I am mistaken in thinking I could express
myself,” ‘that someone else is speaking through my mouth,’ etc.). Sparti comments
on these examples that ‘surely any reader of the Investigations will recognize himself
at least in one of those bizarre phantasies, to which Wittgenstein draws our attention,
and this reader will notice, that these questions could come to our mind anytime.”

6 Stanley Cavell, Philosophical Passages: Wittgenstein, Emerson, Austin, Derrida
(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995), p. 136.

7  ‘Stanley Cavell, Postscript: To Whom It might Concern,” in Cavell, Contesting Tears.
The Hollywood Melodrama of the Unknown Women (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago
Press, 1996), pp. 151-96, p. 163 (henceforth CT).

8 Davide Sparti, ‘Der Traum der Sprache. Cavell, Wittgenstein und der Skeptizismus,’
Deutsche Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie 46 (1998): 211-36, p. 215.

9  ‘Ein jeder Leser der Philosophischen Untersuchungen wird sich zumindest in einigen
jener voriibergehenden irrwitzigen Vorstellungen, auf die Wittgenstein uns aufmerken 14ft,
wiedererkennen, wird bemerken, daf} sie uns jederzeit in den Sinn kommen konnen’ (Sparti,
“Traum,’ p. 222, translation mine).
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How could they come to mind anytime? How could we accept the skeptic’s claim
that his worries are genuinely human worries? And how can we come to acknowledge
the skeptic’s humanity? In order to answer these questions, Cavell feels that we have
to go beyond Wittgenstein and beyond the realm of academic philosophy:

Wittgenstein’s Investigations, is not, I have found, very helpful in understanding why we
are, through what mechanism we become in philosophy focused, fixated on telling what
is untellable not because it is a secret but because it could not be a secret — like my being
human. But no work of philosophy I know is better at divining that this is what we do, that
this is what philosophy has wished, that the wish is a deep aspect of our lives, something
one might imagine gives them depth, as if otherwise our depth might be taken from us.
[CT, p. 163]

How is it that the skeptical questions could come to mind all the time, how is it a
deep aspect of our lives, and how could it be seen as giving us depth?'* In order to
address these questions, let us now turn to Cavell’s work on theater and film.

Skepticism as tragedy

Skepticism and tragedy At the heart of the skeptical project lies, as we have seen at
the end of the previous chapter, a realization of the dependency of our correct language
use on our being attuned with each other. This is the awful truth of skepticism. The
skeptic either denies this truth by erecting grand metaphysical edifices of rules; or
he becomes despondent in the face of this truth by deploring that true knowledge is
inaccessible to us craving to inhabit the edifices of the metaphysician (while knowing
that these are just structures of air). At the beginning of Disowning Knowledge (DK),
Cavell invites us to ‘suppose that philosophy is pursued either according to the myth
or wish that one may know everything, or else according to the myth or wish that one
may know nothing — defenses against the philosophical defeat of claiming to possess
some privileged access to or measure of truth’ (DK, p. vii).

Detecting an analogous structure of denying, despairing, and craving in some
of Shakespeare’s comedies — notably in Othello, and King Lear — Cavell follows a
number of connections between these plays and philosophical skepticism. First, there
is an inverted historical connection. Cavell sees Shakespeare’s plays as working in
the horizon of Cartesian skepticism avant-la-lettre (as opposed to the less radical
version of Montaigne’s skepticism): ‘My intuition is that the advent of skepticism
as manifested in Descartes’ Meditations is already in full existence in Shakespeare,
from the time of the great tragedies in the first years of the seventeenth century, in
the generation preceding that of Descartes’ (DK, p. 3).

Whereas for Montaigne the question of living with doubt had the flavor of how to
find an appropriate conduct in an uncertain world, after Descartes ‘the issue suggested
is how to live at all in a groundless world. Our skepticism is a function of our now
illimitable desire’ (ibid.). In Descartes’ view, God provides for the connection

10 This notion of ‘depth’ might capture Fleming’s idea that Cavell suggests, ‘that
skepticism is a state of being and not simply (or most importantly) a mental failing’ (Fleming,
State of Philosophy, p. 41).
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between our everyday judgments and the world. In Shakespeare’s plays however,
there is no stable ground to be found, particularly no ground in what we know about
God (cf. ibid.). The plays operate within a universe that desires a foundation for our
judgments, a basis that would connect these judgments with the world; yet they also
operate in a universe where such a desire is not fulfilled by religion.

A second connection is one of genre. Not only are the tragedies skeptical (and
Cartesian before Descartes) but also moreover skepticism is marked by tragedy (DK,
p. 5). Cavell’s skeptical reading of the tragedies brings out the theatrical and tragic
qualities of skepticism:

Tragedy is an interpretation of what skepticism is itself an interpretation of; for example,
Lear’s ‘avoidance’ of Cordelia is an instance of the annihilation inherent in the skeptical
problematic, that skepticism’s ‘doubt’ is motivated not by (not even where it is expressed
as) a (misguided) intellectual scrupulousness but by a (displaced) denial, by a self-
consuming disappointment that seeks world-consuming revenge. [DK, p. 6]

This connection, then, reveals thirdly that both skepticism and tragedy flow from
the same motivation of disappointment. Whereas tragedy is the projection of
this disappointment into the realm of literature, skepticism is its projection into
epistemology.

We can understand skepticism only if we understand more deeply the kind of
disappointment that leads to world-consuming revenge. As Cavell writes, in a tentative
voice, toward the end of the Claim of Reason, his comparison between the skeptic’s
relationship to the world, and Othello’s relationship to Desdemona might imply

... that there is between human existence and the existence of the world a standing possibility
of death-dealing passion, of yearning at once unappeasable and unsatisfiable, as for an
impossible exclusiveness or completeness, [which] is an implication that harks back, to my
mind, to my late suggestion of the possibility of falling in love with the world. [CR, p. 452]

I wish to take Cavell’s reflection here as an entry into a philosophical self-reflection
on the corporeal entanglement of knowledge and desire. Knowing and speaking as
well as desiring are activities of the body — and it is the body that through a regiment
of disciplines is created into the status of ‘human subject.” One of the most important
philosophical points of psychoanalysis is the claim that human subjectivity is not
given but achieved through a process of repression of unwanted desires. The outcome
is the ‘subject’ as a field of bodily desires and frustrations. This process of repression
goes, as Lacan, Irigaray and Kristeva among others point out, hand in hand with the
entry into language (into the symbolic which is subjected to the Law of the Father).
The forbidding ‘No!” of the Father and the symbolic ‘name’ of the Father are one, as
the word play on Non-du pere and Nomb du pere serves to illustrate. Kristeva points
out that knowledge of this bodily and desirous original nature of human subjectivity
is unwanted by the force of social conformity." Together with this blindness toward
the bodily origins of the knowing subject comes also blindness toward the gendered

11 Julia Kristeva, Le Génie Féminin. La Vie, la Folie, les Mots. Hannah Arendt, Melanie
Klein, Colette. vol. 1 Hannah Arendt (Paris: Fayard 1999), p. 17.
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nature of knowledge and epistemology. In contrast to this blindness, Cavell’s reading
of Shakespeare brings to the fore the skeptic’s bodily desire and with it the gendered
and embodied nature of the philosophical core complex of skepticism.

Othello and the desire to possess The central theme of Cavell’s interpretation of
Othello is the general’s refusal of knowledge, a refusal motivated by fear and leading
to Desdemona’s murder. Once Othello realizes that he is known by Desdemona, he
also realizes that he is known by her as &e is. She knows and sees him in the same
way that he knows and sees himself.

Consider how Cavell interprets Desdemona’s early statement, ‘I saw Othello’s
visage in his mind’ (I, iii, 252): “What the line ... says is that she saw his visage as
he sees it, that she understands his blackness as he understands it, as the expression
(or in his word, his manifestation) of his mind’ (DK, p. 129). His self is transparent
to her. She reads his body as a manifestation of his soul.

And she loves him. Othello successfully elicits love and desire from her.
Desdemona knows how Othello sees himself; she knows how he is more than his
carefully crafted romantic self-image of purity lets us assume (cf. DK, p. 130). She
knows his desire and she desires his desire (cf. DK, p. 136). Being known in the
flesh and being desired for his fleshly desire is what Desdemona offers to Othello.
He is surprised by her knowledge and he fears it: ‘It was the one thing he could not
imagine for himself. For if she is flesh and blood then, since they are one, so is he’
(DK, p. 136). Othello fears that this knowledge about himself, about his revealing
and sexual bodily nature, will become public; or that it is already public in lago’s
knowledge of him: ‘He cannot forgive Desdemona for existing, for being separate
from him, outside, beyond command, commanding her captain’s captain’ (ibid.).

In what sense is Desdemona’s existence, however, a question of knowledge? It
is quite certain for Othello, that she exists, that she is separate from him, that she is
flesh and blood and desire. Yet, this certainty is precisely what tortures him:

The content of his torture is the premonition of the existence of another, hence of his own,
his own as dependent, as partial ... His professions of skepticism over her faithfulness
are a cover story for a deeper conviction; a terrible doubt covering a yet more terrible
certainty, an unstatable certainty. But then this is what I have throughout kept arriving at
as the cause of skepticism — the attempt to convert the human condition, the condition of
humanity, into an intellectual difficulty, a riddle. (To interpret ‘a metaphysical finitude as
an intellectual lack’.) [DK, p. 138]"?

In his desire for ‘ocular proof” for her lack of faithfulness, Othello desires to end the
ongoing inner debate about Desdemona’s love for him:

By the world,

I think my wife be honest, and think she is not,

I think that thou are just, and think though are not;
I’ll have some proof ... (IT1, iii, 389-92)"

12 The remark in parentheses is a quote from Cavell, MIWM, p. 263.
13 As quoted by Cavell in DK, p. 128.
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Cavell links the ‘structure of his [Othello’s] emotion, as he is hauled back and forth
across the keel of his love,” to the ‘astonishment’ Descartes felt at one of his inquiries.
Descartes was perturbed to realize that there is no conclusive criterion by which
to distinguish my being awake from my being asleep (cf. DK, 128). Let me recall
here the ongoing dialogue between Wittgenstein’s voices. Wittgenstein, according to
Cavell’s reading, confesses to this astonishing inner dialogue and to its temptation.
Othello, on the other hand, wishes to end it once and for all. And the means of ending
it is ‘ocular proof.’

Yet, ocular proof cannot end the inner battle, because what is demanded from
Othello is not to gain further knowledge of Desdemona’s behavior. What is demanded
is, in Cavell’s words, an act of acknowledgment, an acceptance of his knowledge
that Desdemona is another person, existing, and separate from Othello while at the
same time knowing him and connected to him.

In order to understand Cavell’s point we have to gain a better grasp for what is
problematic in knowing another person. Thus, let me explore why it could be difficult
for Othello to know that Desdemona is separate or for us to acknowledge that we are
separated from each other. This difficulty becomes clearer if we consider why and
how knowing another person differs from knowing, let’s say, a stone or a goldfinch.
Whether this is a goldfinch can be decided (ultimately) by ocular proof, and there
can be a genuine question about the matter. It could be something else. The question
‘is this a stone?’ needs an alternative to make sense. ‘Is this a diamond or a piece
of glass?’ “Is this a real stone or a fake stone made of rubber?’ Depending on what
is the alternative, we can imagine a testing device that can produce a more or less
conclusive answer. We can subject the object in question to all sorts of manipulation
to see what it is. But what does it mean to ask ‘does Desdemona exist as separate?’
What would be the alternative?

I take it that one alternative would be to treat Desdemona as someone who is
either a material extension of Othello, or a figment of his imagination, or irrelevant
for his life altogether. In this sense Desdemona could be like a stone to him.'* She
could be a thing that Othello can subject to all sorts of experiments, an inanimate
object that does not have any claim on him. As such an object, she cannot voice
independent desires and she will remain under total control of her master. He can
see all of her and he can do more or less whatever he pleases with her."> By treating
Desdemona like a stone, her body could not stand in the way of Othello’s control.
The stone in my hand is an extension of my hand, an extension of my body. Another
alternative to acknowledging her as separate would be to treat her as a figment of
Othello’s imagination, that is, an extension of his inner life. He creates her according
to his dreams and his expectations. Finally, Othello could know that she is separate,
much in the same way that he knows that this or that pebble on his road to the harbor
is not part of his body or self. As little as these pebbles matter to Othello and his life,
as little does knowledge of their existence or separate existence matter to him.

14 Cf. Cavell’s observation that Othello makes Desdemona ‘the thing he feels (“my heart
is turned to stone” [1V, 1, 178])’ DK, p. 137.

15 A special case migh